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  CAROLINE BLACKWOOD (1931–1996) was born into a rich Anglo-Irish aristocratic family. She rebelled against her background at an early age and led a hectic and bohemian life, which included marriages to the painter Lucian Freud, the pianist and composer Israel Citkowitz, and the poet Robert Lowell. In the 1970s Blackwood began to write. Among her books are several novels, including Great Granny Webster and Corrigan (both available as NYRB Classics); On the Perimeter, an account of the women’s anti-nuclear protest at Greenham Common; and The Last of the Duchess, about the old age of the Duchess of Windsor.



  HONOR MOORE’s most recent books are Darling (poems), which was a finalist for the James Laughlin Award, and The White Blackbird: A Life of the Painter Margarett Sargent by her Granddaughter, a New York Times Notable Book of the Year. Her play Mourning Pictures was produced on Broadway, and its British production was broadcast on BBC radio. She teaches in the graduate writing programs at New School University and Columbia.
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  INTRODUCTION


  IN HER FIRST book, For All That I Found There, Caroline Blackwood published a short memoir that predicts the writer she will become. During the war, Blackwood had been sent for safety to a boys’ school, and the central character of her memoir is the school bully, “gingery-haired, near-albino, with a snout-like nose.” “Piggy” is about the interplay of sex and power, something Blackwood, a great beauty, knew about. By the time she wrote the story in her forties, she was an old hand at navigating the minefields her allure for men had set, having served as muse to Lucian Freud, whom she married and who painted her, and Walker Evans, who took spectacular photographs of her. Her turn from journalism to literary prose had followed her marriage, in 1972, to the poet Robert Lowell, and the inspiration of his life studies can be felt in hers.


  “Freakishly over-weight,” Piggy McDougal holds sway over prepubescent Caroline and her male classmates by violence and intimidation, and so, when he takes her out to a rhododendron grove and directs her to remove her clothes, she does it. The little girl is “mortified and humiliated,” but the adult narrator turns boy to pig as coolly as Circe:


  
    The nervous blink of his white eyelashes became far worse than usual. His mouth was slack and trembly. He kept fidgeting with his hands....


    “Have you had the curse yet?” McDougal’s porcine face, usually so florid, was ashen ... Instinctively I sensed that I must not tell him that I had never had it....


    When I refused to answer, my silence seemed to chill him, for I noticed that his teeth were chattering like those of a winter swimmer....

  


  Blackwood followed For All That I Found There, a collection of fiction and nonfiction, with a short novel in which she engages what will become one of her central themes, the turbulent, involuntary ties between women. In The Stepdaughter, an enraged, self-absorbed woman is saddled with the sullen, cake-addicted daughter of the philandering husband who has abandoned her. In Great Granny Webster, Blackwood treats a related subject, once again with the cauterizing diction that distinguished “Piggy.” Here she takes a writer’s dive into the material with which, as a raconteur, whiskey in hand, she famously enchanted and mesmerized her friends.


  Blackwood, like Robert Lowell, belonged to a tradition of troubled artist aristocrats whose bloodlines coursed the veins of imperial viceroys, Harvard presidents, Anglican bishops, closeted aesthetes, and vengeful daughters passed over by primogeniture. Rising incendiary from august genealogies and privileged with huge dark houses, unfettered inheritances, or boundless land holdings, these descendants, before burning out in a harsh glee of liberation, may mark the crawl of history—their addiction or madness outdone in its display by their art. Blackwood counted among her ancestors Richard Brinsley Sheridan, the Restoration dramatist, whose drink and debt induced a plummet from affluence but not from the firmament of English playwrights.


  Drink was leagues ahead when Blackwood emerged from the motherhood of four daughters, a youth of beauty in Hollywood, New York, and London, and a short career as a magazine journalist to become a writer to contend with. Seriousness would have been hard enough for such a woman to achieve without the early loss of her father and a mother like Maureen, Marchioness of Dufferin and Ava, in her youth one of the Golden Guinness Girls. The marchioness, neglectful and critical of her children, had disapproved of her daughter’s marriages to Freud and the composer Israel Citkowitz, but when Caroline married Robert Lowell, she foraged the Guinness genealogy and found Lowells: “Do ask Cal,” she wrote her daughter, “if we were already his kinsmen.”


  Blackwood and Lowell had met for years in New York literary circles, but the coup de foudre, between the married American poet at the height of his fame and the married Anglo-Irish noblewoman, took place in London, and, after eighteen months of hectic courtship, the birth of their son, and sad, hurried divorces, they married. If Lowell, hobbled by manic-depressive illness, considered himself reborn as a poet when he fell in love with Blackwood, the alliance transformed her from an occasional writer to a committed one. It is sweet to imagine them settled in her house in the English countryside, Lowell at work on The Dolphin for which Caroline was his muse, and Caroline, writing across the room, her entranced husband sneaking an occasional look. Lowell later described the scene:


  
    Winterlong


    And through the fleeting, cool, Kentish summer—


    obstinately scowling


    to focus your hypnotic, farsighted eyes


    on a child’s pale blue paper exam book—


    two dozens ... carpeting an acre of floor,


    while a single paragraph in your large,


    looping, legible hand exhausted a whole book ...


    [from “Runaway,” in Day by Day]

  


  The work exhausting blue books was Great Granny Webster, a compressed virtuosic gothic whose young woman narrator seeks to unravel the curse of her female inheritance as a way of encountering her father, who died fighting in the Burma campaign when she was nine. The Scottish great- grandmother of the title, like Blackwood’s own paternal great-grandmother, is the mother of a severely disturbed daughter (based on Blackwood’s grandmother), who has a psychotic break and tries to murder her grandson, the narrator’s father, at his christening. Great Granny Webster is only 108 pages long, but literary London greeted it as the coming of age of a significant voice. A finalist for the Booker Prize, it lost to Paul Scott’s Staying On, the decisive vote cast by Philip Larkin, who reportedly insisted that a tale so autobiographical could not stand as fiction.


  It seems strange now that the issue of verisimilitude could keep a book from a prize, but the forces of literary innovation move slowly. Blackwood, perhaps defensively, once remarked that Great Granny Webster was “probably too true,” but twenty-five years later, its truthfulness can be likened to the accuracy of true north. The book is a distilled work of literary imagination that anticipates not contemporary American memoir, in which a reader’s interest is often summoned merely by a writer’s striptease of dysfunction, but the slim, intense novels of our time that transmute from actual people and places narratives so true to their tellers they cannot seem other than fiction to anyone else.


  Like the young female narrators of Marguerite Duras and Jamaica Kincaid, the narrator of Great Granny Webster is revealed in the sensuality with which she re-creates her own powerful sense of place and in her reluctance to indulge sympathy for her characters at the expense of her own absolute accuracy. While Duras and Kincaid evoke the colonized tropics, Blackwood hearkens back to the environs of the colonizer, her narrator a latter-day Jane Eyre fearless in handling the gothic excesses of her material—a line of women, each of whose madnesses fits inside that of her predecessor like a nest of painted dolls.


  It is as if the writer Caroline Blackwood had devised for her unnamed narrator, whom we assume to be a version of herself, a path home through a gauntlet of gorgons and furies, into a maze. Will she freeze into the miserly stoicism of her great-grandmother, a woman always dressed in black who (literally) spent her days sitting in a straight-back chair staring “silently in front of her with woebegone and yellowy-pouched eyes,” venturing out only to creep along the seashore in a hired, chauffeur-driven Rolls-Royce, her sole companion an osteoporotic one-eyed maid? Or will she be seduced by the sensual blandishments offered by her father’s sister, her Aunt Lavinia, who attempts a suicide as garish and colorful as Great Granny’s old age is monochromatic? Most frightening, will she inherit the kinetic madness of her winsome and sinister grandmother, whose retreats into delusion lurch from fantastical to murderous as she loses herself in a maze of terror and rage?


  The maze is made physical in Dunmartin Hall, family seat of the narrator’s father, for which the model was Clandeboye, where Caroline lived as a child. Vehement close-up observation, insistence on reporting that does not flatter, and a preternatural ability to communicate the feel of real cold are elements in Blackwood’s description of the house where, as one character remembers, there “always seemed to be a bat trapped in his bedroom,” and the cold was such that “he often found it easier to get to sleep lying fully clothed on the floor-boards under a couple of dusty carpets than in his unaired bed.” In these descriptions, Blackwood is Merchant Ivory from hell, ripping into what they would score with a gavotte: a vast, stone manor house, its wings torn down and rebuilt as fortunes wax and wane over centuries; its leaks that prompt the retinue of resentful footmen to wear Wellingtons to serve table; its pheasant reheated daily in rancid lard—its filth, its wringing wet sheets, its lunatic mistress screaming in the belfry, its bankrupt master thinking only of his poor, dear wife. Dunmartin Manor threatens long after one finishes reading, an objective correlative for inherited personal terrors that roil beneath the comely surfaces of hereditary wealth, landed culture, and empire.


  As Blackwood worked on Great Granny Webster, her relationship with Lowell fell apart. The vertiginous squalor she ascribes to Dunmartin Manor must have been inspired by the powerlessness she felt in the chaos of their last months, and her limning of the grandmother’s insanity suggests a source closer at hand than the nether regions of family myth. Blackwood drank and drank, and Lowell drank with her, his hallucinatory manic episodes exacerbating her anxiety and fear, her tirades frightening, provoking, and finally enervating him. As she infused her novel with the energies of their distress, Lowell sorrowfully chronicled the dolphin’s transformation into a mermaid who


  
    weeps white rum undetectable from tears.


    She kills more bottles than the ocean sinks,


    and serves her winded lovers’ bones in brine ...

  


  By the time Great Granny Webster was set to be published, Blackwood and Lowell had finally separated. Lowell, diagnosed with congestive heart failure, had decided by the autumn of 1977 to return to New York and to his previous wife, the writer Elizabeth Hardwick. He died in the taxicab that brought him from the airport to her door, a Lucian Freud portrait of Caroline in his arms.


  In Freud’s portrait, Caroline, hair golden, lies on her side under white sheets, her eyes enormous and ocean blue, a woman languorous and uneasy. But there was little languor in the Caroline Blackwood who emerged from Lowell’s death, a woman who, alcoholism undiminished, produced six books in the eighteen years before her own death from cancer in 1996 at the age of 65. Her final book, The Last of the Duchess, is once again the portrait of a woman in thrall. Wallis Simpson’s marriage into royalty forced a king’s abdication and rocked the British Empire, but once a widow she surrendered her freedom and died under virtual house arrest, her woman jailer the lawyer she herself paid.


  The graveyard ending Blackwood devised for Great Granny Webster is no less ironic, but its final scene turns on a striking poetic figure. The officiating priest’s skin becomes “bright violet blue” with cold as he recites the burial prayers, and Great Granny undergoes a final and unexpected transfiguration. The narrator, survivor and witness, stands musing in the freezing air, the only other mourner her great- grandmother’s maid, one eye obscured by a black patch, the other weeping.


  —HONOR MOORE


  GREAT GRANNY WEBSTER


  TO NATALYA, GENIA, IVANA, SHERIDAN AND CAL


  1


  I WAS SENT to stay with her two years after the war had ended, but in her house it seemed to be war-time. Her blinds and curtains were often drawn even during the day as if she was still preserving some kind of conscientious “black-out.” I think she was more frightened of the sun than she had ever been of German raids. She owned gloomy and valuable Persian carpets and it seemed to be her terror that some stray and sneaking sunbeam would creep in and make them fade.


  The house of Great Granny Webster gave out the same damp feeling of cold that one experiences in many churches. We used to eat our meals on trays in front of the fire, but the chill of those meals was increased by the fact that for reasons of economy the fire was laid but never lit. In a period of post-war austerity Great Granny Webster managed to make the meals she served seem far more austere and rationed than anyone else’s. This had something to do with the way her food was always served on her own priceless silver, which was polished every day in the basement by a crippled maid whom she called by her surname, Richards.


  Great Granny Webster’s tiny pats of margarine, when they were carried in by Richards laid out on a large silver engraved butter-dish, looked so diminished by their expensive setting as to appear almost non-existent. The saccharine she always served instead of sugar looked equally shamed and reduced by the immensely valuable bowl that held it, and the same diminishment would befall her stingy and minute portions of rubbery, unseasoned canned spaghetti which only seemed to speck the huge gleaming surface of the banquet platter on which it would appear—looking much less like food than some unfortunate little accident that flawed the beauty of her silver, a tiny whitish excrescence that Richards should have cleaned.


  I had hardly met Great Granny Webster before I was sent to stay with her. The real reasons why such a person ever agreed when my mother asked her to have me as her guest, I was never to know. Possibly her idiosyncratic notion of family duty made her feel that it would be incorrect to refuse to allow a great-grandchild to convalesce under her roof, provided it was accepted that her presence must in no way interfere with the implacable and placid flow of her carefully chosen lifestyle.


  The first morning I arrived at her house, gauche and schoolgirlishly shy and lugging a suitcase, she was sitting in half-darkness in her drawing-room. She hardly greeted me. She said that she trusted that I had had a good train journey, and that Richards would show me up to my room.


  “Luncheon will be served at one-thirty,” she said. This normal remark was uttered like a deadly threat. “I hope you realise that I insist on punctuality.”


  Great Granny Webster told me that she would prefer it if I stayed up in my room until lunch was served, but that she had no real objection if I came down to sit with her in her drawing-room, as long as I knew how to entertain myself.


  I was then fourteen years old. I had just had a minor operation in London. When I came out of hospital I was suffering from severe anaemia and my doctors had told my mother that I would recover much more quickly if I had sea air. Great Granny Webster had been asked if she would have me to stay with her only because she lived five minutes from the sea.


  At the beginning I had been delighted to hear that I was considered an invalid and that I was going to be sent to stay with her for two months. When I told my Aunt Lavinia she said, “I’ll cross my fingers for you, darling,” and I had no idea what she meant. At that time I was convinced that there was nothing worse in life than being at my boarding-school; but from the first moment I walked through Great Granny Webster’s huge forbidding black front door, which had a hideous stained-glass covered porch full of potted plants that had to be watered day and night by Richards, I was starting to revise this opinion.


  “You realise that it was your mother who asked me if I would take you in to stay with me,” Great Granny Webster said at the first difficult and sparse lunch we had together. “Your mother claims that you have been ill. From my experience it is always better to make young people learn to conquer their illnesses and pursue their studies. Lately it seems that no one any longer agrees with me ...”


  Great Granny Webster gave a heaving sigh and glared irritably into the grate of her unlit fire. Then she added:


  “If your father had not given his life in active service for a cause he vitally believed in ... I have to say I might very well not have gone along with the demands your mother has decided to make on me. But since you are here ... you are here. All I trust is that someone has taught you how to divert yourself.”


  We were served two disgusting little courses by Richards before Great Granny Webster chose to speak to me again.


  “What is that garment you are wearing?” she asked.


  “It’s my school blazer.”


  “Blazer?” she repeated. “Blazer?” Her tiny mouth twisted with disgust and she managed to make the word sound like some foul and crude expletive. “Fortunately I don’t know these modern terms. One thing that I do know is that whatever you are wearing—you have outgrown it. Please look at your sleeves.”


  I looked down at the sleeves of my school jacket, and I saw that there was quite a large expanse of wrist showing between my sleeve and my hand.


  “I don’t blame you personally for this,” Great Granny Webster added. “I entirely blame your mother. A growing girl outgrows things. I know that your mother is a war widow, but I still have to say that I find it quite unforgivable that she should have sent you to stay with me attired like this. There is really nothing more unattractive than the sight of a young woman displaying a repulsive amount of arm. I am not going to mention this subject again.”


  Great Granny Webster always told the truth. She never once referred either to my sleeves or to my arms again.


  At the beginning of my stay with her I saw her as little more than a depressing and formal ancient who was much too old for it to be possible for anyone to judge her by human standards. She was identical with all the rickety near-the-grave lady relations dressed in mourning who sometimes appeared in the houses of my school-friends. At that point all I knew about this woman and her effect was that already I was starting to count the minutes of the months that had to pass before I could escape from under her roof.


  Although technically Great Granny Webster could provide sea air, because her house was in Hove, a suburb of Brighton, not a whiff of it ever seemed to be able to penetrate the musty interior with its sealed and heavily curtained Victorian windows. Living in her large cold villa I often felt that I was light-years away from the world I craved and she abominated: the world of the crowded Brighton beach, where children dug moats for sand-castles with elaborate turrets that had been cast out of painted tin pails, where what Great Granny Webster always referred to with a shiver as “trippers” lay, their over-white city bodies under a cold weak sun as they tried to get brown, or ate candy-floss and toffee-apples as they walked along the pier, on which there were Penny Arcades, Punch and Judy shows, Salvation Army bands and postcards of fat ladies in bathing suits.


  I never once managed to get down to the Brighton beach in the two months I lived with Great Granny Webster. I could easily have gone without her, but she made me feel that as her guest it was my duty never to leave her side—as if I was her paid companion. The fact that there might be differences between us, not merely in age but also in taste, never troubled her. When she planned our days she planned that we should both do whatever she felt like doing, together.


  Soon after I first arrived to stay with her and got to know her sedentary and rigidly unbending ways, I realised that it would be utterly disastrous to try to persuade her to go down to the Brighton beach. I don’t think that she had even driven through the streets of Brighton for years—she saw the town as such a loathsome sink of modernism, vulgarity and vice, the total antithesis of the staid and wealthy gentility of Hove. The idea of trying to coax this grim and fiercely joyless old lady down to the windy Brighton beach, where she might easily have a heart attack just from the horror and the shock of being forced to step over the close-packed, half-naked bodies of “trippers,” was only too obviously inconceivable.


  The Brighton beach was to remain for me like a gay and tempting paradise that was tantalisingly near and yet utterly impossible to reach. I never stopped thinking about it when she forced me to do the thing I found the dullest, the most disagreeable of all, in those unforgettably long and unamusing days I spent in her company—when she made me take drives with her in the afternoons.


  Great Granny Webster knew that I was meant to need sea air, and this suited her very well because apparently she needed it herself. At four o’clock every afternoon a hired Rolls-Royce from a Hove car firm appeared at her door with a uniformed, unctuous chauffeur, who would then drive both of us, as if he was driving two royalties, at a slow creep along the bleak misty sea-front of Hove. To and fro, to and fro, we would drive for exactly an hour while one of the windows of the Rolls-Royce was wound down just enough to let in a very small sniff of salt and seaweed-smelling air.


  There was something memorably awful about those pointless and monotonous afternoon drives in the vast, soft-wheeled, swaying black car with the silver emblem of a dashing sea-horse on its bonnet. In that car I felt that I was much too near to Great Granny Webster. Sealed off behind the glass partition that separated us from the driver, I felt that I could actually smell the acid scent of her old age—smell the sourness of her displeasure with everything, past, present and future.


  I don’t think that I have ever since met a human being who smiled more rarely, who found less in life to amuse her. She took a pride in her own lack of humour, as if she saw it as an upper-class Scottish virtue. If humour can sometimes be used as a defence against the whip-lash cuts of pain, failure, despair and loss, by reducing such things to absurdity, Great Granny Webster scorned to use any such shield, seeing it as a defence only suitable for “trippers.”


  “Life is no joke,” she once said to me. “Life can never be much of a joke for the thinking person.”


  When one was with her she could almost persuade one that there was something cowardly and despicable in any emotional dodging, in any refusal to experience every single blow that life could deal one, head-on. She could make one feel that there was an almost superhuman courage in the way she was not frightened to admit that the only thing she now hoped for from life was a continued consciousness, unpleasant as she well knew that it had to be. All she wanted from each new day that broke was the knowledge that she was still defiantly there—that against all odds she had still managed to survive in the lonely, loveless vacuum she had created for herself.


  “I have nothing to live for any more,” she would murmur. I was always astonished by the way her tone sounded so smug and boastful. I found it impossible to understand how she could take such defiant pride in the fact that she had managed to keep existing in her disagreeable, large, cold villa in Hove without the slightest intellectual or emotional motivation, like a piece of dried-up antique brown moss that can mysteriously survive without water, simply by clinging to the hard cold surface of a rock.


  Sometimes, cruising along with her in the Rolls-Royce, I felt I might suffocate just from being so enclosed with her. Although with her frugality she was happy to allow her house to be as chill as a morgue, she had a perverse terror of draughts and the tiny chink of air that was all she would allow into the car was never enough. I used to feel that she had sealed me off from the world forever. We were both like figures in a glass case in some museum separated from everything that was alive by the closed windows and the glass of the Rolls-Royce’s partition. Inside that car there was nothing to breathe except her silent and stoical despondency.


  “Very disappointing weather,” Great Granny Webster would say finally to the chauffeur, having been driven for an hour totally silent, and very upright, with the usual pained expression on her long lugubrious face and her knees tightly wrapped in a tartan rug.


  “Very disappointing, Mrs Webster. It started nice this morning—but now I’m afraid it seems to be clouding over.”


  “Well, I think that will really be quite enough for one day. Could you please now drive us home.”


  After the glare on the sea-front her house never appeared darker than when we got back from our afternoon drives. It seemed like a great gloomy, mysterious shrine that had been piously erected to commemorate something even more gloomy and mysterious than itself. It was as if every object that it contained had been chosen merely because it was heavy, expensive and sombre. Great Granny Webster seemed to hate colours. Almost everything she owned was either black or dark brown.


  “You can read now,” she would say, pointing to a chair as we came into her icy, ill-lit drawing-room. “Dinner will not be served until seven.” And the rest of the evening would stretch in front of me as dark as her furniture, like a pitch-black tunnel that would never end.


  Great Granny Webster always liked to see me read while she sat hour after hour doing nothing in her drawing-room.


  “I’m glad to see a young person who still enjoys reading good books,” she would say. “Nowadays no one seems to want to read anything worthwhile any more.”


  Although she liked the idea of people reading good books, she had none herself. The books in her house were all on angling or nautical subjects. I sometimes wondered if she had them on her shelves as mementoes because her dead husband had once liked them. I also wondered if she had not chosen them herself because they matched everything else in her house—they were all so expensively bound, so dingy and brown.


  Once a week, on the way back home from our seafront drives, she would allow me to stop at the Hove library. I noticed that she had not the slightest interest in looking at the titles of any of the books I chose. When I was sitting with her in her drawing-room reading hectic romantic historical novels, she automatically assumed that what I was reading must be “worthwhile.” She saw me as her descendant, and although I very much disliked the idea of being in any way related to anyone so old, and arid, and charmless, she was convinced that a taste for “good things” had to have been passed down as if by a law of nature, from her, to me, in my blood.


  When Great Granny Webster used the word “nowadays,” she always stressed and separated each syllable and managed to make it sound like some lethal poison which was responsible for destroying everything in the universe that she had once found a little good.


  “Now-a-days no one appreciates beautiful pictures any more,” she would murmur. She herself owned only a few dull and undistinguished portraits of her own dead ancestors. One or two pompous, fierce-faced men in wigs and some ladies with wistful expressions stared down from her walls. She seemed to have deliberately decided never to clean any of her pictures, and time had darkened their varnish until they suited her perfectly. Her portraits hardly stood out against the stark oak of her panelling—all their colours had turned to such a sombre brown.


  Often I would be in the same room as Great Granny Webster for hours and she would say not a single word to me. She would just sit there bolt upright in one of the most horribly uncomfortable highbacked wooden Victorian gothic chairs I have ever seen. It was a chair that appeared never to have been designed for human use. One felt that originally it had only ever been intended to stand like a decoration in some imposing baronial hall.


  But hour after hour Great Granny Webster would just sit there in this chair while she stared silently in front of her with woebegone and yellowy pouched eyes. Then sometimes after meals had been served she would wait for the crippled figure of Richards to go limping out of the room, and she would suddenly start to make a few bleak and deadpan statements without appearing to expect any answer. I had the feeling that if I had not been with her, she would still have made the same remarks aloud to herself.


  “Now-a-days,” she would suddenly say, “people have been spoiled. They don’t want to be servants any more. It’s all the fault of the war. It’s this last beastly war that has given them all such a taste for working in munitions.”


  She would take some saccharine from her silver sugar-bowl and drop it carefully into her tiny china coffee-cup and stir it slowly until it dissolved. She never took more than one frugal little tablet. She often told me she could not abide waste.


  “I know exactly how to answer them, when now-a-days they ask me how I would like to be their servant!”


  She would pause dramatically, like an actress who expects to be clapped for her line. Her pursed little discontented mouth would give a twitch, the only movement it seemed able to make that faintly resembled a smile.


  “Poor silly things! I know exactly how to answer that! If I ever had to be their servant—I would only be the most excellent servant!”


  I would stare at her blankly, trying to imagine her melancholy elongated face wearing the same old-fashioned parlourmaid’s cap that she made Richards wear. I would try to imagine her stately, static old body galvanising itself and leaving its high-backed chair in order frantically to polish and mop and scour.


  Maybe she could do it. I was never certain. She spoke with such conviction I could never be sure that she might not have more hidden strengths than she ever chose to demonstrate—that when she made these surprising claims they might not in fact be true.


  In some pessimistic and weary way servants intrigued her. When she started to make some of her flat, bleak utterances, she quite often referred to servants.


  “All my life I have always refused to have any alcohol in the house. When one has servants—it’s just not worth it. Why run the risk? Why tempt them?”


  She always spoke as if she had so many servants. When we sat there together in the evenings sipping our glasses of water, she could make it seem as if we were craftily outwitting, not just the crippled Richards, but a huge thirsty thieving staff.


  Richards had been with Great Granny Webster for over forty years and her presence added to, rather than relieved, the gloom of the house. At some point in her life she appeared to have had a fearful accident to her eye, for it was always covered with a large black patch.


  Richards was apparently slightly younger than Great Granny Webster, but all the years of working for her had aged her so crushingly that when they were together Richards made my great-grandmother seem like a light-footed girl.


  Whereas Great Granny Webster was proud of her faultless upright posture and boasted that in childhood her parents had made her spend several hours a day with a hard board strapped to her back, Richards was bent over double and her black-patched face, with grey whiskers sprouting on its chin, would peer crookedly out at the world from under the hump of her deformed arthritic shoulder.


  It always frightened me to see the bent and crippled Richards dragging herself up and down Great Granny Webster’s great flights of steep dark stairs, carrying stone hotwater bottles, brushes, brooms, and tea-trays, mops and heavy pails.


  Richards cooked all our meals down in the cellar-basement, which I could never bring myself to visit and hardly dared imagine. Puffing and wheezing and scarlet-faced with the strain, Richards would somehow manage painfully to lug up our food to the drawing-room on a heavy Edwardian mahogany butler’s tray.


  When Richards had finally succeeded in serving our meals, Great Granny Webster always thanked her, and there was something excessively brave in her tones as if it had been a painful and gallant effort for her even to speak. She would be sitting there with such a dreadful look of exhaustion and discomfort on her face that she managed to upstage Richards, and she could make one feel that Richards’s feat with the butler’s tray and the terrible basement stairs was not all that remarkable if one remembered that from early morning Great Granny Webster had sat in courageous, stoical silence, enduring without complaint the agonising discomfort of her hard-backed chair.


  I wondered how she contrived to bear that chair without screaming. Obviously it made her suffer. You only had to see the grim and yet resolute look on her face when she sat there in it. Her tall thin body looked so unnaturally strained and tense you felt that at any moment it might suddenly crack in half, broken by the effort of trying to keep itself so stiff and still and upright.


  It was like a severe endurance test the way that old lady stayed for so many hours a day in that horrendous chair. Except when we took drives in the afternoon, she rarely ever left it. Her only respite was the few minutes before lunch when she took a little health walk. She would step along beside me, very silent, very straight-backed and sedate, wearing her usual expression of pained forbearance, as we both went, much too slowly, down to the lamp-post which lay at the end of her hushed and leafy cul-de-sac of a street.


  Sometimes I would examine her as if she were some kind of stuffed object when she was sitting in her chair and staring with despondent eyes at the brown of her own panelling as though she had quite forgotten I was with her. I would wonder if it was old age that had caused something to go wrong with her skin’s pigmentation, if that would explain why both her sallow cheeks were streaked with peculiar blotches of brown. I wondered why she had arranged her hair in two grey tufts that lay on her forehead like a couple of curly horns, so that what with the exaggerated narrowness of her elongated face, and her uniquely over-long upper-lip, she often reminded me of a melancholy and aged ram.


  “I am very fortunate. I still enjoy excellent health,” she would say. But I could never see that she was in any way to be envied. What use was her good health if the only way she had found to enjoy it was to spend her days sitting alone in a big ugly villa in Hove stoically enduring the unnecessary discomfort of a hard-backed chair?


  “I am very fortunate,” she would say. “I still retain perfect use of all my faculties.” And I wondered what use to her were all her well-preserved faculties, since she used them to so little purpose and had chosen to spend the end of her life in such a state of total idleness that now all she could take a pride in was the forbearance with which she endured her own unlifting discontent and ennui.


  “I have never been happy living in England,” she remarked one day. “I don’t think anyone who has been born in Scotland can ever have a moment’s happiness living in England.”


  I wondered why on earth she didn’t move back to Scotland. Although she loved frugality and economy, she was an immensely wealthy woman. I found it quite impossible to understand what she now felt was keeping her in the genteel, somnolent streets of Hove, why she was eking out her life as if in exile in a land she had always loathed.


  I could see nothing to keep her in this stagnant suburb, except her passion for pointless suffering and her general inertia. Her husband had been dead for years. “None of the family ever come down here to visit me any more.” She had apparently not made one single local friend in all the years she had been living in this villa. I had the feeling that even her own contemporaries would find it extremely hard to make a friend of Great Granny Webster. She was not at all friendly.


  I noticed that there was one black crow of an old woman to whom Great Granny Webster nodded when we went on Sundays to the service at the Hove church. But this woman never seemed to make any effort to invite her to tea, and all the time I stayed there I never saw Great Granny Webster receive a personal letter. Her telephone never once rang.


  Sometimes in my mind I would try to move her up to Scotland. Would she really like it better there—she who took such a pride in just existing without liking anything? I could only think that if she was sitting alone on top of a rocky crag in the ice-cold turret of some granite Scottish castle, the way she chose to sit all day long in a grim motionless position, as if she was permanently on guard waiting for the arrival of something that she dreaded, might conceivably seem a little more motivated. If, instead of sitting in suburban Hove staring fiercely at her own brown panelling, she was to spend her days staring out through an arrow hole and gazing down the grey sweep of some misty glen, would she not have more dignity, purpose and function? In such a situation she might be thought to be keeping resolute guard over her own demesne, trying to spy out the approach of an enemy clan. I found it easy to imagine Richards limping up from the castle dungeons and bringing Great Granny Webster plates of hot porridge as she sat in her turret observing her silent, non-stop vigil. Whenever I visualised Richards hobbling up winding stairs that had been hacked out of cold raw stone, I always saw her as having discarded her parlour-maid’s uniform, and she would be wearing a tam-o’-shanter, a sporran and a kilt.


  It was when I was staying in my great-grandmother’s villa in Hove that I began to be curious about my grandmother. In all the weeks I spent with her Great Granny Webster never made a single remark to suggest that she had ever had a daughter. She was not a woman one could easily imagine as having given birth to a child; her whole personality and aura reeked of barrenness.


  I noticed that Great Granny Webster had no photographs of her daughter in her house. In fact she had no photographs of anyone or anything at all. It was as if no person or place from her past had ever pleased her enough to make her want to preserve a recorded image that could remind her that it had existed.


  Staying with her in Hove, I began to have nightmares in which I thought my missing and unmentioned grandmother Dunmartin was standing in my bedroom. She always came as a horrifying witch-like spectre, cursing and gibbering, and grimacing. She was eerie; she was evil; her intentions were entirely malevolent. Every time I dreamt about her I woke up shivering.


  Sitting with Great Granny Webster in the evenings, I longed to ask her where my grandmother was. I knew she was still alive. Great Granny Webster must know where her daughter was living at the moment; she must know what had finally happened to her.


  If Great Granny Webster would only talk about it, my grandmother might become less unreal and terrifying to me. This melancholy old woman’s deliberate refusal to mention my grandmother’s name only increased the fearful distortion of my image of her. If even her name could not be mentioned in this church-like house, Great Granny Webster must see her daughter’s very existence as some fiendish obscenity.


  When my grandmother Dunmartin came and stood by my bed in Hove she came as an ugly fragmented phantom concocted from whispers and snippets of gossip that I had heard as a child and then deliberately tried to forget because they had frightened me. “The poor creature had to be put away in the end—it was all very tragic ...”


  I had met my grandmother once, but I had been so young I couldn’t remember her. I had never been allowed to meet her after my brother’s christening, an occasion of which I remembered nothing except the taste of the marzipan on the huge, tiered, stork-adorned cake. Living in the dark house of the woman who had given birth to her, I kept remembering the story my elderly cousin Kathleen had told me about my grandmother’s behaviour at the christening. My grandmother Dunmartin had travelled over to Ulster for the ceremony and she had made an attack on the baby. My brother had been lying in an antique cradle dressed up in his bonnet and white lace christening clothes. All of a sudden my grandmother had become very agitated, and without much warning had run up to the cradle and grabbed the baby. Her face looked vicious, twisted and weirdly unpleasant. She had been half-laughing, half-crying when she lifted him high above her head so that the long skirts of his white robes were dangling down pitifully like washing. Apparently she frightened him by the way she was holding him, for he went blue in the face and started bawling so loudly that his nanny, and his nursery maid, and various other visiting nannies and nursery maids who had come over with the guests for the christening, had rushed at my grandmother in a starchy-aproned pack and surrounded her as they struggled and wrestled to get the baby out of her grip.


  “He has bad blood!” my grandmother started screaming. “Can’t you see that I’m doing it for him? Can’t you see it’s much better for the poor little creature if I smash out his tiny brains against a stone!”


  My grandmother had finally been overpowered by the sheer weight and force of so many resolute and trained nannies. The baby had been saved, for they had managed to wrench him out of my grandmother’s hands, while his close relations and the visiting friends of his relations stood there frozen, taking not the slightest action, they were all so immobilised by the surprise and horror of the whole situation and by their refusal to believe that such an event could not but be a hideous hallucination.


  Later, Cousin Kathleen told me, it seemed almost as if nothing had happened. The infant was safe. The christening was performed as it had always been meant to be performed in the family chapel. My brother was baptised in special water that someone had been paid to bring over in a bottle from the River Jordan. There was nothing in the least odd about the ceremony, except that my grandmother never attended it. While it was going on she stayed shut up in her room with the blinds drawn.


  The next day no one saw her. She got up before anyone in the house party woke. The butler said that Sir Robert and Lady Dunmartin had decided to take the early boat back to England.


  “What happened to her after that?” I asked. Cousin Kathleen didn’t know. After the disastrous Ulster visit she had never set eyes on my grandmother again. Indeed she had taken care to avoid her. All she had heard were family rumours that the poor woman seemed to be getting worse and worse. She had no idea where my grandmother had been put in the end.


  “I never thought your grandmother was quite normal even when she was young,” Cousin Kathleen told me. “It never really surprised me when I heard that she had ended up in a lunatic asylum. Even when your grandfather first married her, although she was very pretty and enchanting, rather like an elf, I never quite liked her being so fey. When I look back now, I think there was always something very wrong with her—although somehow one accepted it at the time, she was so vivacious and delicate-looking, and if she wished she could be very charming. When I think back now—there was something slightly peculiar about a newly married young woman who insisted she had to walk alone round the damp cold woods of Dunmartin at midnight because she had learned the secret of talking to the trees.”


  “Was Great Granny Webster there when her daughter went mad at the christening?” I asked.


  “Of course she was there,” Cousin Kathleen answered. “Naturally your great-grandmother travelled over to Ulster for such an occasion—a woman like that only lives in order to be correct. Naturally she went over for the baptism of her first male great-grandchild.”


  “What did she do when my grandmother picked up the baby?”


  “She didn’t do anything. As far as I know in all her life that woman has never done anything. She just stood watching the whole terrifying scene without having any visible reaction. I can see her now in her black turban hat all dressed up in special black furs and shoes as if she was dressed for a funeral rather than a christening. She looked imposed-upon and disapproving, but then that was nothing new. For as long as I have known her she has always looked that way. Afterwards she never mentioned her daughter’s behaviour—no hint of an apology.”


  “But what do you think she felt underneath?” I asked. I had hardly ever seen Great Granny Webster at that time, and yet her feelings interested me. She was little more to me than the silhouette of a formidable old woman dressed in black who appeared occasionally at family gatherings and made us feel that she was taking a dangerous risk with her upright spine when circumstances forced her to bend over and kiss her great-grandchildren. She always managed to indicate that these kisses were very distasteful to her, and she would take care only to hold her cold pursed mouth against our fore-heads for the most fleeting of seconds. Then she would instantly straighten up, looking just a little bit more martyred and weary than usual, and at once start irritably adjusting her black hat and her furs.


  “What did she secretly feel?” Cousin Kathleen repeated the question. “What a silly thing to ask me! When you have a dour old piece of Scottish granite like your great-grandmother —how can you tell what a woman like that secretly feels?”


  And marooned with Great Granny Webster in her drawing-room I found I could never guess what she was thinking as she sat there silently on her chair. She was not in the least senile. She could truthfully boast that her brain was now as active as it had ever been. What did that active brain think about all day long? What did it think about in the nights, for she claimed she hardly slept? When she sat there frowning, were her thoughts taking her back to some uniquely disagreeable moment in her past which engrossed her to a point at which she temporarily forgot the terrible tedium of her present? Was her brain trying to think up wily stratagems which might help her avoid the unpromising possibilities of her future?


  I sometimes wondered if she ever gave a thought to her daughter, as she sat there glowering and stirring the saccharine in her coffee. I had the feeling that she was totally immune to the fate of anyone except herself, that her ego was totally concentrated on her own pugnacious struggle for survival. If her daughter existed for her at all any longer, I had the suspicion that she existed only as a threat to the life-thread to which Great Granny Webster clung so tenaciously. My grandmother was obviously seen as a repugnant topic, and only as such could she still ripple across the consciousness of her ancient mother. Great Granny Webster had arranged her whole life so that she would very rarely be confronted by topics she found undesirable. I never once dared to bring up the subject of my grandmother. As a guest of Great Granny Webster I found that I soon became dominated by the sheer determination of her wishes. I steered clear of any subjects that might displease her, fearing, just as she did, that distasteful topics might actually endanger her. She never referred to it, but all the time I was with her she managed to convey a silent warning that if one was to say anything incorrect and tactless it might be perilously bad for her heart.


  It seemed to be her heart that Great Granny Webster really lived for. Her own heart was all she cared about. She had produced three generations of descendants and lived to know that none of them could have the slightest importance to her, any more than all the leaves that have flown yearly from its branches can have much importance to an aged oak.


  Her heart was all she valued. She was like a miser in the way she kept perpetual guard over it, counting every step she took, saving herself from physical exercise in the same way that she rationed food. For her own heart she was prepared to suffer. If she was excruciatingly bored by all the hours she forced herself to remain inactive in her chair she felt compensated by her own thrifty feeling that all the while she was hoarding the energy of her heart like someone hoarding fuel.


  If she hated living in Hove that hardly mattered to someone whose primary interest was the pampering of the invisible organ that lay behind the bones of her thin flat chest. There was very little noise in Hove. Hove was a very quiet place indeed. Hove had very good sea air. Hove was as good a place as any for someone who only asked to be allowed to watch over the welfare of her own heart as if she had been entrusted with some kind of sacred mission.


  When I first arrived to stay with Great Granny Webster she had told me that the only human being she had spoken to for months was Richards. I knew that when I left her house she would revert to the dispiriting sole company of Richards without hardly registering that I had been there and had gone.


  If Great Granny Webster had been lonely in the past and would be just as lonely in the future, I had little doubt that she would manage to bear it bravely. She would remind herself that she had been skilful at avoiding all the pressures that could be imposed on her by human company—pressures that could only be obnoxious to her because of the strain they might put on her aged and egotistical heart.


  Sometimes, sitting in Great Granny Webster’s deadening presence, I would think about my grandmother, and the eccentricities of that unknown, faceless woman would begin to be much more intelligible to me. If one had been doomed to be born and raised under the teak-like auspices of Great Granny Webster’s affections, it might be quite easy to develop a predilection for talking to the trees.


  “I am a fighter,” Great Granny Webster told me. “I have no respect for people who don’t put up a good fight in life.”


  It was true that in a sense she was a fighter, but I couldn’t respect her for it. All that had kept her so long on this earth appeared to be her inhuman immobility. She often seemed to be trying to use her hard chair as camouflage, as if she hoped that Death might enter her drawing-room and leave again, tricked by her tactics—that he would think he had already taken her, she showed so much less sign of life than her wooden chair.


  “You are very quiet for a young person,” she suddenly remarked one day.


  Indeed I had long ago given up trying to talk to her. We had absolutely nothing in common. She preferred to spend most of her days in silence. When she occasionally chose to speak some short sentence, I hardly ever answered.


  I nodded politely.


  “People might say that you are much too quiet, that you are much too retiring,” she continued. “But I hope they will never persuade you to lose those qualities. I was always very quiet as a girl. I have never been a person who has seen the point of a lot of chatter. I am very glad that you know how to keep yourself to yourself. You get that from me.”


  Just occasionally one of her mournful little soliloquies would really succeed in shocking me. I think she had no idea how much she chilled me when she tried to reassure me that she was certain I would turn out to be exactly like her.


  “I have decided that I am going to leave you my bed,” she told me one day. “I was planning to leave it to your father—but now that the poor man has been killed in action, I have decided that the correct thing is for me to leave it to you.”


  “Thank you,” I said. “Thank you very much.” I didn’t know what one was meant to say to something like this. “That’s really very kind of you,” I repeated. “Thank you very much indeed.”


  “As you know, it is a four-poster,” she said. “And I have to warn you that one of the ornamental pineapples on one of its posts is a little loose and it tends to fall off if the bed is shaken. Once I have passed away it worries me that the moving men may be careless when they move it into storage. I would therefore like you to be there when all my possessions are disposed of. I want you to realise that there are no reliable furniture removal firms any more. Now-a-days they send just anybody. All you get is a couple of rough young men with no breeding at all, no sense of the way one is meant to handle beautiful possessions. I therefore want someone responsible to be there to supervise the movers when they come to take my things from my house.”


  I sat there nodding.


  “If you could be ultra-careful to see they don’t somehow manage to loosen the pineapple and lose it. I am asking you for your own sake just as much as my own, because I warn you—if that carved pineapple gets lost, the bed will lose most of its period value. You will discover these hand-carved things are totally irreplaceable.”


  I just nodded again with my teeth tightly clenched, determined not actually to promise her aloud that I would come down to Hove after her death personally to supervise the removal of her furniture.


  As I sat there quietly, keeping myself to myself, in the very way that she admired, in my mind I was already making frantic plans as to how I could sell her bed. With or without the pineapple, I felt obsessed by a longing to dispose of it. Surely there had to be furniture salesrooms in Hove. The idea of ever owning, let alone of sleeping in, her huge four-poster, with its dingy purple hangings which you could draw until the bed turned into a square fusty tent sealed off from all light and air, appalled me.


  For me, her dreaded bed could only always smell of her decay and decrepitude and loneliness. It was a bed that would seem forever haunted by the terrible insomniac nights that I knew this old woman had passed in it.


  “I am very glad to have brought this matter up with you,” she said. “It’s been on my mind for a long time.”


  I nodded again. I was thinking that I was lucky that apparently she hadn’t decided to leave me her chair.


  It was Richards who was going to inherit her chair. There may have been some element of one-upmanship in the choice of the high-backed object she finally bequeathed to this cripple, as if from the grave she wished to rebuke and remind the bent Richards that faultless posture was a sign of good breeding, that it was a virtue worth cultivating at all cost, if in old age one was to reap the dignity of its rewards.


  But it was going to be fifteen years before I inherited her undesirable bed, before Richards received her useless chair. I never imagined this when Great Granny Webster came to Brighton station to say goodbye to me when my two months of breathing sea air with her were finally over. Never had I seen her look so frighteningly ravaged and fragile as when she stood there exposed in the harsh light of the station. For the first time I understood why she liked to keep her curtains drawn.


  “Surely she can’t last long,” I thought, and just for a moment I felt a little bit sorry for her. She seemed to have a pathos, standing on the platform in her widow’s weeds with her spine as straight as the back of the chair on which she continually trained it. Younger people were slouching past her, dragging suitcases and pushing her aside. She glared at them with her usual fierce and anguished disapproval; but in the busy bustle of the station neither her disapproval nor the superiority of her impeccable posture seemed to intimidate anyone. Outside the setting of her house her very strengths seemed to turn into frailties, and there appeared to be only futility in her obstinate determination to preserve an old-world lady-like stance when it had no current usefulness.


  “I miss your father,” she said.


  I found it strange that she mentioned him only at the last moment. I wondered why she had never spoken more about him before.


  “He was so kind to me,” she said. “Before he was killed he was really very kind to me. Whenever he got leave from the army he never forgot me. The trains were really quite dreadful in the war, but he would always come struggling down to Hove in the black-out—just to see a dull old woman. He always came in his khaki uniform. It shocked me to see him as a soldier—I never thought it suited him. Then it shocked me to hear he had been shot. It seemed a waste. He was still only a child. What a very good brain he had. He did so well at Oxford. I was sorry to hear he had been lost.”


  “Goodbye,” I said.


  The train whistle was blowing. For a moment I felt a twinge of panic that I had to leave her. After eight weeks I had become so accustomed to living in her static and unchallenging old-person’s world that it frightened me to realise that now I had to return to a life where more would be asked of me than that I simply “keep myself to myself.”


  “Goodbye,” she said. “I do hope you remembered to tip Richards. Tips mean so much to servants.”


  2


  SEVERAL years later I asked my Aunt Lavinia why she thought her brother had been so attached to Great Granny Webster. I was baffled trying to understand why a soldier in his early thirties, a man who had apparently liked talking and drinking and wild London parties, had chosen to spend the precious days of his army leave trailing down to Hove in the black-out to sip water and listen to the unenlivening conversation of Great Granny Webster.


  Aunt Lavinia was then thirty-two and she was always described as a “jolie laide.” A play-girl in the style of the ’twenties, she was famous for her beautiful legs and for the fact that she had been married briefly to three millionaires while taking at the same time a large selection of lovers, who were not only friends of her husbands’ but almost as wellendowed financially. Her attitude to life appeared so resolutely frivolous that perversely she could seem to have the seriousness of someone with a sense of driving inner purpose. She believed in having “fun” as if it was a state of grace. Taking nothing seriously except amusement, she caused very little rancour, and although she was considered untrustworthy and wild and was reputed once to have gate-crashed a fashionable London party totally naked except for a sanitary towel, she managed to slip in and out of her many relationships, which she invariably described as “divine,” like an elegant and expensive eel.


  She had the gift of remaining on friendly terms with all the men she had abandoned, and she spent her mornings chatting and laughing with them on the telephone. She was able to give them all the feeling that if she got so much pleasure from having fun there would be something niggardly if they did not do their best to see that she continued to have it. Although she had never had any children—“Who could face that, darling?”—all her ex-husbands and ex-lovers continued to finance her for years after she had left them, though they were under no legal obligation to do so. Having no money of her own, yet loving to entertain on a recklessly generous scale, she was continually on the verge of going “broke”; but she was always saved by the men from her past, who would rally to her rescue and send her large lump-sum donations, as though she had somehow convinced them that supporting the extravagance of the life she loved to live was like contributing to a worthwhile charity.


  When the war started Aunt Lavinia astonished her friends and family by joining the A.T.S. and rising very quickly to the rank of Captain. “Everyone thought that I was so irresponsible and dotty that I would be court-martialled immediately. But they couldn’t have been more wrong, darling ...”


  She said that having always seen herself as a leader of men she found that all she needed to do for the “duration of hostilities” was reverse her usual role and become a leader of women. “The joke was this ... In the end, I was the one who was expected to do all the court-martialling.”


  She claimed that she had adored the war—that it couldn’t have been more fun, that it was rubbish to think that khaki army uniforms had to make women look dowdy. “Nothing can be more chic and sexy if you know how to wear them right. You just have to be a bit fussy to see they have a really perfect fit round the waist. Then all you have to do is put them on with a certain belief and dash—and you are away.”


  She once told me that the little platoon of women who were under her wartime command had had statistically by far the highest pregnancy rate of all the women who joined the services in the British Isles. “It was all too ghastly and shaming, darling ... I’m speaking from the point of view of a Captain. We were stationed in this nightmare camp—stuck away in some dreadful rainy mountains in Wales. There was an R.A.F. station right near by and that was fatal ... We had a huge corrugated-iron barn on our premises and I knew that my girls were all in there most of the night just screwing away. Well, I was the one who was meant to go into that barn with a flash-light torch to enforce military discipline. Can you imagine anything worse? Can you blame me for not being able to face it? I didn’t want to stir up a terrifying hornet’s nest of furious R.A.F. men in their under-pants ...”


  One day Aunt Lavinia rang me up to say that it was too maddening, she was in prison. When I sounded astonished she admitted that it wasn’t exactly a prison, but it was just as bad, for she was being detained in a hospital where she had been put by the police. She then explained that she had tried to commit suicide two days before—that it had been “infuriating,” for the whole thing had failed. “I had it all perfectly planned, darling. It couldn’t have been more Roman ... I was in my bath with my bottle of whisky for courage, and my gleaming razor. It all went like a dream. It didn’t even hurt. And then I suddenly noticed that all my bath water had turned some quite amazing hue of scarlet. It made me feel completely sick. There’s something unexpectedly ghastly about finding oneself in a bath full of gore and melting soap. Anyway, after that, I somehow don’t remember any more ... But the real nightmare is that now I’ve ended up confined in this dreadful place like a convict. All the nurses are the most horrible old bitches. The doctor here says that I must have fainted. It’s all too disgusting—if you faint, apparently all the blood in your veins automatically congeals. How on earth was one meant to know that fainting could be so fatal?”


  This soliloquy, which Aunt Lavinia delivered in exactly the same breathlessly mannered and laughing way that she told amusing anecdotes at her cocktail parties, I found horrifying. She kept repeating that it was “infuriating” that she had failed in her attempt, but she gave me no feeling that she was asking for any sympathy for the ugly and despairing state of mind that must have preceded her decision to take her life. She merely appeared to be demanding the social sympathy one might extend to someone who had been planning a much-longed-for trip to the Greek Islands, only to be thwarted by some tiresome technicality which had necessitated that the holiday be cancelled.


  Obviously she wanted to present her near-suicide as farce rather than tragedy. She appeared to see death rather as she saw life, as an exciting but unimportant game. She seemed untouched by her recent experience. Just as Great Granny Webster always behaved as if she felt it would be demeaning and unladylike to be pleased by anything, so Aunt Lavinia always behaved as if there was something degrading in admitting to any feelings of distress. On the telephone she kept assuring me that she had never felt better in her life—there was only one thing that was upsetting and angering her: the hospital had confiscated her brush and her comb.


  “They won’t allow me any objects. They don’t trust me. It’s all too stupid. I’d really love someone to tell me how one would begin to commit suicide with a comb. Would one eat it? But I feel in despair, darling. I can’t tell you the fright I look ...”


  I asked her if she would like me to visit her, but she said she couldn’t bear me to see her looking such a dishevelled mess.


  “If they want to drive a person like me to her death they couldn’t be setting about it more successfully. How can one be expected to regain one’s wish to live when the brutes make it impossible for one to have a lipstick or do one’s hair?”


  I went round to see her in her Mayfair house the same morning that she was released from hospital.


  Her house combined ostentatiousness and vulgarity with every kind of comfort. In its centre was a small ballroom with a polished parquet floor and a raised dais for the band. This was where she gave her parties. In her drawing-room there was a huge gleaming chromium-plated bar. All the shelves behind it were stacked with rows and rows of bottles of rare wine, a vast amount of spirits and various exotic liqueurs. She had managed to make this great display of alcohol seem like a splendid and memorable decoration. Her bar, with its rich contrasting colours, dominated the room like an impressive, jewel-studded altar.


  Aunt Lavinia loved to sit in front of her bar on a high chromium stool with a seat made of green velvet. She would cross her legs and pull up her skirts to show their beauty and stay there late into the night, laughing with friends, to whom she dispensed drinks with the efficiency of an able, talkative bar-maid.


  Most of the floors in her house had been laid with white wall-to-wall carpeting, so thick and bouncy it gave you the sense of being on a trampoline. One felt uneasy walking on so much whiteness. Her carpets created a fear that one might soil them with a footprint, as though one were walking through some large expanse of virgin snow.


  Aunt Lavinia’s walls were covered with a mixture of elaborate mirrors and fashionable portraits in oil. All the portraits were of herself, and they mostly represented her wearing period costume. On her piano, on every tiny mock-Regency card-table, were cluttered photographs of Aunt Lavinia, of her poodle Poo Poo, of her various lost husbands and lovers. It was as if she needed a great deal of visual evidence to be able to feel that any of these posed figures had much validity.


  When I went up to her bedroom on the day she came out of hospital I dreaded opening the door, for I had a horror of finding her beautiful white carpets trailed with spots of blood. I was haunted by an image of Aunt Lavinia lying in scarlet water in her luxurious bathroom, which she had fitted out with white enamelled tiles adorned with golden dragons—that bathroom which had more glass shelves than I had ever seen, covered with her collection of glass fishes containing pine and wild-rose and lily-of-the-valley bath essence.


  If there had been any traces of her recent gruesome incident, she had completely eradicated them with the same ease and speed with which she seemed to be able to blot out all unpleasant experience. There she was, looking very young. Her bedroom was filled with great vases of wonderful scented white lilies, which she had already found the time to send to herself from some local florist.


  As usual, she was immaculately dressed with what she always called “flair.” She was wearing all the gay little kerchiefs, the gleaming unexpected buttons, the subtly placed flash of valuable jewellery, by which she managed to make the drabbest clothes she wore seem unique, and amazing. Her oddly-shaped face, which generally looked beautiful, and only sometimes reminded one too much of an over-intense and bright-eyed monkey, had been very carefully made up. Clearly she had left “prison” and gone immediately to an early-morning appointment with her hairdresser.


  She said she felt in “excellent form.” She seemed just as she had always seemed to me—affectionate, flippant and disquietingly unreal. She appeared to be very relaxed, chatting about this and that in confidential and husky tones. She told me that she was dying to go racing at Newmarket this year—that she had been before and always found it divine. She felt no need to give me any reasons why she had just tried to kill herself. All her relationships had invariably been superficial, and maybe she felt so superficially rooted to life that it seemed hardly very momentous to her whether she stayed in it or left it. She gave me the sense that she felt it would only bore me if she went into explanations—that she thought she would be stating the obvious. She had a horror of being dull.


  Aunt Lavinia had always told me that I was by far her favourite relation. I discovered later that she had told my brother exactly the same thing. Her flattery wasn’t entirely self-indulgent, it stemmed from such a strong desire to make everyone’s dealings with her uniquely pleasant. Whatever she really felt about me, she liked to ring me up from time to time to tell me about her latest “adventure.” This might be a new love affair, a discovery of some new way of making raspberry ice-cream or some unlikely vicissitude that had befallen her while she was taking Poo Poo to the vet.


  Now it was only the “adventurous” side of her bungled suicide that she wished to discuss with me, the horrors of her treatment in the hospital.


  “At the time I never told you the worst thing that happened to me, darling. Certain experiences can be so distasteful that one can only bear to discuss them later when they have been to some degree digested ...”


  Dr Kronin, the head psychiatrist, had become infatuated with her. “To understand, darling, why I found this so insufferable you have to picture my unenviable predicament—my frame of mind. You have to visualise me chained to my narrow bed. A prisoner of the state. A person regarded by all and sundry as a non-person. A creature considered to be of unsound mind. All my most basic human rights denied ...”


  Aunt Lavinia went over to her dressing-table, which was kidney-shaped and had skirts of mushroom velvet fringed with bobbles. Sitting down on a swivel stool, she picked up one of the silver-backed hairbrushes from Cartiers which had recently been given her by an admirer and on which her initials were engraved in large baroque letters. As she talked, she kept running the brush through her silky auburn hair, with a deliberate self-indulgent relish. Then, selecting a lipstick in a silver case that exactly matched the hairbrush, she examined herself with approval and carefully perfected the scarlet cupid’s bow line of her lips.


  “It was absolutely typical,” she said. “Just when I was writhing in the abyss, a wreck of a woman with no make-up and dirty clotted hospital hair, that most hated figure of all, my chief jailer, the head psychiatrist, developed the most unwelcome and fatal crush on me. I really had quite a ghastly time with him, darling. And it couldn’t have happened at a worse moment. Incarcerated in that red-brick Victorian monstrosity of a hospital, I was hardly in the mood for love ...”


  Aunt Lavinia got up from her dressing-table and glided across her bedroom, her slim hips swaying in the provocative way she walked because she always wore such excessively high-heeled shoes. She found an ivory manicure set in one of her cupboards and came back to lie down and stretch herself comfortably on her large Hollywood bed with the gleaming white satin cover that exactly matched her carpets and looked both festive and bridal. She threw off her shoes, and I noticed how beautiful her feet were. As she went on talking, she started to give herself a manicure and took a piece of cotton wool dipped in pear-smelling varnish-remover and deftly began removing the scarlet enamel from her long and perfect nails.


  She said that when she had first been admitted to the hospital she had been put in the public ward. Dr Kronin, the chief psychiatrist, had come to see her, and stood by her bed looking through sheaves of notes. She had been in a dazed state, having just finished a crying spell. She had vaguely noticed that he was physically extremely unprepossessing, that he had a balding and sallow dome of a head, and moist selfish-looking lips, and that he was wearing thick bi-focal lenses through which gleamed a pair of sulphur-coloured eyes that resembled two tiny sultanas.


  She felt not the slightest wish to talk to him. He struck her as one of those dapper little ugly doctors who carry unnecessarily large black bags and bristle with self-importance and insensitivity.


  “How do you like it here?” he asked her.


  She thought the question idiotic but made some grunting answer.


  Dr Kronin said he had the feeling that she would make a quicker recovery if she was moved to a private room.


  “I felt quite grateful to the wretched little man.” Aunt Lavinia started putting fresh scarlet varnish on one of her fingernails, taking care to leave a white and even moon. “I really felt quite grateful. That is the irony.”


  She had been extremely anxious to move, because she felt a desperate need to have a private telephone. “You know me, darling. If you cut me off from a telephone, it’s like cutting me off from oxygen.”


  Dr Kronin had asked her if she could afford to be a private patient. She found this insulting and impertinent. “I’ve never enjoyed being regarded as a pauper, particularly on the occasions when I am perilously near to being one. So, despite my weakened condition, I stared at Dr Kronin with what I hoped was a quelling and haughty gaze, and I assured him that money was no object. And all the time I was frantically wondering which of my beaux I dared ask to fork out and cover my expenses ...”


  Dr Kronin had said he would arrange for her to be moved as soon as possible.


  “It still never occurred to me that he had the diabolical plan of using my private room as if it was his private brothel ...”


  Apart from her need for a telephone, Aunt Lavinia had been very keen to get out of the public ward. “It could hardly be described as paradise. I was wedged between an old woman who was suffering from senile dementia and not at all attractive, with her toothless gums and her non-stop threats and mutterings, and an Armenian alcoholic who was exhibiting severe withdrawal symptoms which made her howl all night like a wolf ...”


  Once Aunt Lavinia was moved to her private room Dr Kronin soon came to visit her. She was asleep when he came in, because she had been given sedation, which made her feel very tired.


  She woke up to find herself in what she described as “a situation of total and unexpected nightmare.” Dr Kronin was bending over her bed. He was breathing heavily and kissing the bandages on her wrists. “Little fool,” he kept repeating in throttled amorous tones. “What made you do it?”


  She thought of screaming. She thought of slapping him across the face. But she felt too stunned to do anything. She closed her eyes, lay completely still and pretended she had gone back to sleep.


  “I think I must have been paralysed by rage,” Aunt Lavinia said. “I’ve rarely felt such secret fury as I felt at that moment. I literally wanted to kill that doctor. I’ve never felt quite such a strong blood-lust for any other human being. If I’d had a sharp implement to hand, I know that nothing could have saved Dr Kronin.”


  She had experienced his behaviour not only as a medical, but as a personal, violation of the most unforgivable nature. “He made me think that I was just about to burst a blood vessel,” Aunt Lavinia said. “It made me apoplectic to think that the same vile little man who had forbidden me to have a comb and a lipstick had dared to enter my private room in order to cover my bandages with his lascivious and perverted kisses.”


  In retrospect, Aunt Lavinia felt she had probably made a mistake in lying there for so long making no protest and pretending she was in a coma. She had hoped he might get bored and go away if he got no reaction from her, but her lack of response had in no way had the effect on him that she was praying for.


  “You know how some men seem to find unresponsive women very arousing. We must never forget about necrophiles. Well, unfortunately Dr Kronin seems to have been a man of that inclination ...”


  Dr Kronin had started imploring her to open her eyes, to say something to him. He told her how beautiful she was, that he had wanted her from the first moment he had seen her in the public ward. “Poor sick soul. You need help. And I’m just the one who knows how to give it to you. I’ve helped other women in the same state as you—they loved it ... If you just relax and let me do what I want to do to you I can make you feel much better.”


  Aunt Lavinia gave an exaggerated shudder. “Can you imagine the horror of having to listen to all that kind of insanity. I didn’t know how far he would dare to go. But I can tell you, darling, I felt petrified ...”


  Despite her shut eyes, it had been all too clear to Aunt Lavinia from the sounds Dr Kronin was making that he was working himself up. His breathing was becoming increasingly heavy and impassioned. He kept lifting her deliberately lead-heavy arms and covering them with his hot wet kisses. “Damn you,” he whispered. “Why do I find women suicides so exciting?”


  She said that having first felt she was burning up with rage she then started to feel ice-cold. She had the sensation that she was lying naked in the snow somewhere near the North Pole and that any part of her body he touched might easily drop off from frost-bite.


  She kept wondering whether it would bring Dr Kronin to his senses if she started screaming for the nurses.


  “But I was in this odiously weak position, darling. Remember, the only thing I wanted in the world was to be released from the hospital. So I knew I had to play it very cool and canny. I knew I must never forget that although Dr Kronin had shown every indication that he was completely round the bend he was still an august figure of medical authority, and he had me in his power. If I was to start screaming for help, I was scared stiff he might claim I had gone berserk and take revenge with his strait-jackets and brain-shocks ...”


  Dr Kronin’s next move had been to describe to her in detail all the things he wanted to do to her, and everything he said she found so distasteful and obscene she preferred not to repeat it to me. The thing she had found most enraging in his whole seductive approach was that every crude and obscene suggestion he made to her was presented with a nauseating sentimentality, as though he believed the help he was offering would be therapeutic.


  “You are ill. You mustn’t keep fighting me,” Dr Kronin had whispered.


  Aunt Lavinia found this admonition particularly absurd, considering the fact that he was addressing someone who so far had shown just about as much fighting spirit as a slab of industrial concrete.


  Suddenly, his breathing sounding as loud as the puffing of a steam-roller, Dr Kronin clambered right up on to her bed, which was extremely narrow and surgical and less like a bed than a stretcher. He then lay on top of her and started heaving up and down.


  “The whole scene was foul and foolish beyond belief,” Aunt Lavinia said. “But only now can I start to laugh about it. There he was, pointlessly humping and pumping away at the surface of my hospital blanket. It may sound funny to you. But I can really assure you, darling, I could see nothing funny about it at the time.”


  As Dr Kronin became more and more agitated and courageous, she had felt his hands trying to pull away her sheet, his lips kissing her neck and her cheeks; and in a panic she opened her eyes to see his face looking gigantic and distorted as it loomed close to hers. She swore to me that never in her life would she be able to forget the close-up of his black-rimmed bi-focals, through which his eyes were gleaming “like two dazzling little yellow pinpoints of lust.”


  Unable to tolerate the situation for one more second, she had suddenly given a violent jerking movement, and the force of her revulsion seemed to give her strength. Dr Kronin shot off the bed and landed with a crash on his back on the floor.


  The bed was very high, so he had a nasty fall. He just lay there for a moment as if he was stunned. Then slowly he sat up and fumbled for his spectacles, which had become dislodged and were lying in the corner with one lens cracked. He put them back on his nose and felt the base of his back, screwing up his face and making unhappy wincing expressions.


  “You shouldn’t have done that,” he complained in pathetic accusing tones. “I’ve always had trouble with my back and I think now you may have made me slip a disc.”


  Aunt Lavinia glared at him in silence as he sat there squatting on the floor, nursing his bruised spine. He looked so undignified and deflated that for a moment she almost felt some kind of unwilling pity for him. Nevertheless, she warned him that unless he got up and instantly left her room she was going to ring her bell and get some of the hospital attendants to have him removed.


  All her former fear of his authority had gone. He reminded her now of a dog which had just had its nose rubbed in its own mess. She could tell by the embarrassed and imploring expression in the eyes behind the semi-cracked bi-focals that Dr Kronin had sobered up and was now starting to feel terrified of her.


  “I’m afraid I’ve made rather a fool of myself,” he said.


  Aunt Lavinia considered this such an understatement that she could see no point in giving any reply.


  “Sometimes it can be hell being a man,” Dr Kronin muttered ruefully. He took out a handkerchief and wiped away the beads of perspiration that dotted his dome-like head.


  “Have you ever wished you were dead?” he asked her, apparently quite oblivious of the tactlessness of his question.


  “I know you think that I owe you an apology,” he added after a long silence.


  Aunt Lavinia was amazed that he seemed to regard her need for an apology as some kind of neurotic quirk. She asked him sarcastically if he always treated his female patients in the same way that he had treated her.


  “Very rarely,” Dr Kronin said.


  There was something so naive and outrageously frank about this statement that Aunt Lavinia had found it perversely appealing.


  “I saw you as special,” Dr Kronin said. “When I saw you lying there in the ward with your eyes all swollen from crying—you looked really special to me. I thought you looked so beautiful. And then I saw your bandages and something strange came over me ... I knew I was the only person in the world who understood you and could help you ...”


  He got up and limped over to the mirror that hung above the basin in her room. He adjusted his collar and tie, which had become rumpled and crooked in his fall. He smoothed the back strands of his sparse hair and he dusted his dapper suit. His voice was emotional when he spoke again.


  “I felt so protective towards you. Here is this beautiful woman, I thought to myself. Here is this beautiful creature and she feels cheated. All the men she has had in her life obviously have all let her down.”


  Dr Kronin stared mournfully at his own image in the mirror and once again tried to smooth the remnants of his hair.


  “I had the feeling that I was the man you had always been searching for, that if we could just be alone together for a little while I could release something inside you which no one had ever released before.”


  Aunt Lavinia said she wished I could have seen what Dr Kronin looked like while he was making this speech, that one really had to see the man with one’s own eyes before one could appreciate the grotesqueness of the idea that anyone could spend their life searching for him.


  Aunt Lavinia rolled her eyes. “The conceit of the little brute!” she said in awestruck tones.


  Dr Kronin had turned from the mirror and stared directly at her.


  “Well, it clearly didn’t work out like I hoped,” he said. “All I wanted to do was help you, and I failed. So what do I do now? I apologise.”


  He suddenly gave Aunt Lavinia a stiff little bow.


  “You will not be seeing me again,” he said. “Tomorrow I have to attend an important psychiatric conference in Manchester. I will see to it that you receive the best possible care while you remain in this hospital. I wish you all the luck in the world. I have to tell you that I feel extremely sorry for you.”


  Dr Kronin then came over to Aunt Lavinia’s bed. He lifted her hand and kissed her fingertips with all the reverence and gallantry of a courtier in a period play.


  “There’s just one last thing I want to say before I go. All my life I will never forget you.”


  Once again he gave Aunt Lavinia one of his courtly little bows.


  “Goodbye, unfortunate lady, goodbye,” he murmured portentously, and he picked up his black bag and walked out of the room.


  Aunt Lavinia finished painting her last fingernail and held out her hands in front of her, keeping her fingers stiffly separated, so that the wet varnish would not smudge.


  “In one sense he was rather a character, that Dr Kronin,” she said reflectively. “By no means an enjoyable character. By no means a figure that one would ever wish to have in charge of one in a hospital. But in his peculiar way the amazing thing is that I think he really viewed himself as a romantic. So that with his incomprehensible mentality one has to admit there was something quite individual about the little pig all the same ...”


  Aunt Lavinia blew impatiently on her wet nails.


  “I wonder why so many men love to think that all one’s other lovers have always cheated one and let one down. It’s such a very common masculine notion. The idea seems to tickle their vanity and it makes them feel powerful and potent or something. I’ve always found that whole concept the most footling rubbish. If I’ve ever had the feeling of being cheated, I’ve never felt it was the fault of men ...”


  Aunt Lavinia shook her fingers impatiently.


  “How boring nails are. I can’t think why one bothers with them. It’s like Chinese torture, waiting for them to dry. I’ve been talking a blue streak. You are certainly very kind the way you come round to listen to the blather of your silly old suicidal aunt. You are so young still. You are not quite out of the gawky listening stage. I feel guilty that I take advantage of you. I can still dazzle you with all my nonsense.”


  For a moment I wondered whether there had ever been such a figure as Dr Kronin, whether she had invented him or drastically improved him in order to shock and entertain me. The stories Aunt Lavinia told tended to be extremely vivid and somewhat surrealist, and she liked to tell them with great emphasis and well-planned timing. It was the zest and joy with which she told them that gave them their validity, and she made it hardly matter whether all the details were strictly true.


  “It’s heaven for me that you have come to visit me on my red-letter day, the first day of my deliverance.” Aunt Lavinia blew me a kiss from her bed. “Never having had a daughter of my own—it’s a delight for me to have someone younger to laugh with and confide in ...”


  Aunt Lavinia’s slanted brown quizzical eyes examined me appraisingly, as I sat sunk down in the squishy cushions of her comfortable chintz-covered armchair.


  “As you may have noticed, it’s also fun for me to have someone that I can boss around a bit,” she said. “I feel I have the right to be frank with you. I can tell you when your clothes really strike me as too deeply awful.”


  The sun was streaming through the impeccably polished panes of Aunt Lavinia’s large bay windows and creating brilliant pools of light on her white carpets. All at once she placed her hand across her eyes, and her newly varnished scarlet fingernails were like oval spots of blood against her pale forehead.


  “The sun looks very odd to me today,” she said. “It’s like meeting some old friend one went to school with and never quite expected—or in some way never hoped—to meet again.”


  Aunt Lavinia was a chain-smoker and she lit another Turkish cigarette, which she first placed in an amber holder. The sweetish, musky smell of her tobacco mingled with the powerful, haunting smell of her beautiful lilies.


  “To get back to you,” Aunt Lavinia said, “I thought about you a lot when I was lying there in the hospital—that is, of course, when the peccadillos of my psychiatrist and my other various vicissitudes were not preoccupying my mind. I don’t know why, but I found myself feeling very alarmed for you.”


  She pointed to her windows.


  “Please, darling. Could you please pull a bit of curtain. The sun is wonderful, of course. But somehow I can’t face quite so much gorgeous sun right now.”


  I got up and pulled her curtains, and she thanked me.


  “You are an angel,” she said. “I am lucky to have a niece who bothers to bother with her capricious old aunt at all.”


  She smoked silently for a moment, drawing the Turkish smoke into her lungs and then blowing it out in deliberately careful rings.


  “I don’t quite know why I felt such a curious anxiety for you when I was in hospital. I imagine it was just my debilitated state, combined with auntish foolishness. That’s poor Poo Poo scratching on my door, darling. Could you be a saint and let the little fellow in?”


  I let Poo Poo in, and Aunt Lavinia greeted him with rapturous enthusiasm. He was pleased by her excitement and rolled and wriggled on her white silk coverlet, while she patted and praised him and told him that for her he would always be the dog of all dogs.


  “To get back to why I felt such anxiety for you while I was in hospital ...” Aunt Lavinia had just pacified Poo Poo by resting him on her lap and allowing him to chew on a rubber bone. “I kept wondering if it was quite normal the way you often just sit there so quietly being an excellent listener, looking very serious and charming and all that, but not contributing very much at all.”


  She got up from the bed, and there was something uncharacteristically brusque and almost irritable in her movements. She said she was going to find her dog some charcoal biscuits, and she rummaged in a drawer. Then she flopped down again in a relaxed position on her bed, feeding Poo Poo the black crumbly squares, and it surprised me that someone who was in many ways so very fastidious seemed not to care that the blackened saliva from Poo Poo’s jaws was dribbling down and making dark stains on her white and spotless bed cover.


  “Thinking about you,” Aunt Lavinia said, “I felt you still have much too much youthful over-intensity. I think you should try to lose some of that. I also feel that in general you should try to be more socially at ease and expansive. Shyness is all right. But only to a point, and yours can sometimes seem quite oppressive.”


  Aunt Lavinia threw me another kiss.


  “I adore you. You are at ease with me because you know me very well and I can make you laugh and draw you out of your shell. But I’ve sometimes seen you with other people and you haven’t opened your mouth the entire evening. You’ve given the appearance of being just about as vivacious, interesting and delightful to meet as our mutual relation in Hove—that sainted old sourpuss Mrs Webster ...”


  Aunt Lavinia saw my look of horror, and she held out both her arms to me in an affectionate gesture as if she wanted to hug me.


  “I’m exaggerating,” she said. “Don’t take me literally. I find that one often has to exaggerate in order to make one’s point. I don’t think that anyone has ever felt that you in any way resemble old Granny Webster. But I still think you should remember her example and let it be a caution to you ...”


  Aunt Lavinia peeled off her nylon stockings and said she couldn’t decide whether it was worth the effort to varnish her toenails.


  “I feel a need to do something while I’m delivering lectures. If I was a lady of the ancien régime I would be scolding you and also doing my petit point.”


  She decided not to paint her toenails—that no one would care if she painted them anyway. She said she was only going to lecture me for a few more minutes and then she would try and think of something that would be fun for us both to do.


  “No one has ever thought you were like old Mrs Webster,” Aunt Lavinia said. “But I’m afraid, darling, they have found you rather odd in the way you sit there at parties looking so goggle-eyed and tongue-tied. When you are with strangers you are so withdrawn that everyone finds your presence rather alarming. You just sit there staring at everyone in that intense, tormented way. You really must try to stop doing that, because it makes people nervous. They wonder whether you’ve got something gravely wrong with you. They wonder whether you are quite all right in the head.”


  Aunt Lavinia was clearly worried that she might have been too critical and upset me. She hadn’t intended to be harsh and deliver such a sermon. She explained that she was in a funny mood today, that when she had lashed out at me she had really been lashing out at herself.


  “When I was your age,” she said, “—you will never believe it now—but I was so shy and silent and bottled-up I was generally considered to be retarded. I was over-intense as well. Then somehow all that went ...”


  Aunt Lavinia fed Poo Poo another charcoal biscuit, which he crunched up, dribbling more black saliva on to the white cover on her bed.


  “I suppose I shouldn’t worry about you,” she said. “As you get older no doubt you’ll change automatically, just like I did. You will learn all the tricks. You will dress much better, and talk much more, and listen much less. And you’ll start to realise that it never does one much good to take anything too seriously at all.”


  She took one of her poodle’s charcoal biscuits out of the packet and ate it herself. “Either these are quite delicious or quite disgusting. Like many things in life, it’s rather hard to tell which,” she said.


  Aunt Lavinia was silent for a moment and lay back on her bed smoking.


  “When you are my age, darling, shyness will no longer be your problem. As the years go by you will change dramatically. No one can predict anyone else’s future. I’ve no idea what will happen to you. But once you reach your early thirties I’ve always had the strong suspicion—and to this I must add, God help you—you’ll probably be very like me.”


  Aunt Lavinia’s house was very warm. She liked to have log-fires burning and her central-heating turned on even in the summer. Although her bedroom was rather like a hot-house and fragrant with the smell of her lilies, I had exactly the same feeling of chill I had experienced in the bleak, cold, flowerless drawing-room of Great Granny Webster when that old lady had predicted that eventually I would be very like her. Quite suddenly I felt much too uncomfortably aware of the nearness of Aunt Lavinia’s bathroom, of the fact that it directly adjoined this gay and scented bedroom into which the golden shafts of the sun still penetrated despite the drawn curtains.


  Aunt Lavinia was intensely aware of the effect she had on other people, and she immediately sensed that I was unhappy with the trend her conversation had been taking. She quickly switched to a different and lighter topic. In a while she planned to take me out and give me the most delicious lunch, she said. She had found a superb and “madly expensive” restaurant round the corner, where one could have the most succulent oysters she had yet found in London.


  “I always force Rodney to take me there, darling. You don’t know about Rodney yet. He’s my newest flame. You’ll love him. He’s very lean and bronzed and sexy. He’s slightly a bore, but not such a bad one that you could call him an ‘important bore.’ Rodney’s just not very intelligent. But then he’s not the kind of man who’s meant to be ...”


  Aunt Lavinia said she would love to offer me some morning coffee, but there was a problem: she hadn’t got the courage to ring for her maid, Agnes, and ask her to bring us up a pot from the kitchen.


  “I can’t quite face meeting her eye right at this moment. You see, Agnes was the one who found me. I still feel the humiliation too strongly. Can you imagine the terrible indignity of being discovered stark naked in a blood-drenched bath by one’s maid?”


  She was in the most frightful dilemma. She was uncertain whether she would ever again feel comfortable with Agnes. She felt she might actually have to get rid of her, because there was such a danger that their relationship might be forever tainted by deep and mutual embarrassment.


  “And she’s a gem, darling. So it’s a tragedy. She’s divine. The whole thing couldn’t be more maddening ...”


  As she was unable to offer me coffee, Aunt Lavinia decided we should go on gossiping and enjoying our cigarettes, and in a while we would have some marvellous drink—much more enjoyable and bracing than coffee. A little later we would go out and eat a late and leisurely lunch with masses of chablis and oysters. After that we would go to Harrods and look at the spring coats. Apparently Rodney had offered to buy Aunt Lavinia a new coat if she saw one she liked, and she felt certain he wouldn’t mind getting me a new one too.


  “Actually,” she said, “I hate spring coats. If it’s spring, why the hell should one need a coat?” She thought she had shocked me, and she explained that she was not being ungrateful to Rodney. “How could the poor angel be expected to know that all coats are very depressing to me. We had to wear them so much indoors—when we lived at Dunmartin Hall ...”


  She squeezed Poo Poo slightly too roughly, and he gave a little yelp. “Oh, poor Poo Poo,” she whispered apologetically, and she kissed the insides of his ears. She asked me if I found her bedroom too warm. She said that she loved to overheat—that she tended to forget that other people could be miserable sweltering in the tropical conditions in which she lived.


  “I rarely feel warm enough in England,” she said. “That’s why I so adored my trip to India, darling. I really must try to make Rodney take me back there. I don’t know why I like heat so much. Maybe it’s because I have a cold heart ...”


  Aunt Lavinia gave a little shiver, and just for a moment her eyes had a curiously unfocussed and scared expression. Then she was laughing again. She said she felt certain that, if ever Great Granny Webster came up from Hove and paid her a visit, the old lady would instantly drop dead from the shock.


  I asked her to explain, although I could think of many things in her house which Great Granny Webster might find very shocking indeed.


  “My radiators, darling! My criminal radiators! Your Great Granny Webster would never recover if she saw them. The beastly old sticklebat would go to her grave, she would be so mortified. You know how much she has always cared about the family name. She would never again be able to hold up her head from the shame if she knew that someone as closely related to her as me had sunk to having central heating!”


  Aunt Lavinia asked me if I had ever quite taken in the passionate, almost obsessional hatred that Great Granny Webster felt for central heating. I hadn’t. But when I looked back on my stay in Hove I had to admit that I couldn’t remember having seen any radiators in her house. I had thought she just happened not to have any. I had never realised that their absence was something so positive and vital to her.


  “To Granny Webster,” Aunt Lavinia said, “central heating epitomises everything she most fears and despises in the modern world. Central heating is pure anathema to Great Granny Webster. She sees it not only as dangerously unhealthy, but as something very much worse—nouveau riche —and, to use her own words, ‘deeply common.’”


  Aunt Lavinia drew in a strong and self-congratulatory breath, as though she were inhaling and relishing the warmth of her room.


  “The whole idea of central heating has always been total torment to old Mrs Webster,” she said in tones of great satisfaction. “The wretched woman has seen it spreading like a plague to every house in England. She knows that it’s all over London. And the thing I find even funnier—she has lived to see it penetrating her very citadel of gentility. She can hardly ignore the fact that it’s all over Hove!”


  The mischievous glee of Aunt Lavinia was so pronounced that I thought it a little cruel. Just for a second I felt a pang of sympathy for Great Granny Webster sitting there in her seclusion in Hove and feeling that this thing she found so terrible was spreading all around her.


  “And there is nothing that that obnoxious old woman can do about it. That’s what I find so delicious!” Aunt Lavinia’s scarlet lips curled upwards and she gave a grin of sheer delight. “If she weren’t such a passive character, your Great Granny Webster would probably like to go in and rip out with her own hands the radiators of every house that has treacherously succumbed to it. But all she can do is think continually about central heating, and she has to suffer it like she’s decided to suffer everything else—in silence!”


  Tears, black with mascara, were rolling down Aunt Lavinia’s cheeks, she was laughing so much. She took a handkerchief and wiped them away. Then she went on to say that although I would never believe it, Great Granny Webster had once had a friend.


  “I promise you, darling, Granny Webster really did once have a friend. Her name was Cecilia Menzies. She was another one of those dreadful old upright Scottish bean poles. Unfortunately she was much the same type of character as Mrs Webster.”


  Great Granny Webster had known her friend from childhood and they had once shared the same governess when they were both girls long ago in Aberdeenshire. The lives of the two friends had gone in different directions, but for years they had continued to write. “No, I shouldn’t say they ‘wrote’ to each other,” Aunt Lavinia quickly corrected herself. “Old ladies like that never ‘write.’ What I really should say is this. For ages the two of them ‘corresponded.’”


  When Cecilia Menzies’ husband had died, she had apparently followed the same pattern as Great Granny Webster and gone into retirement. She had bought herself a house in the South of France and gone out to live alone there.


  “You won’t believe it, darling, but old Mrs Webster never forgave Cecilia!” Once again Aunt Lavinia had to wipe her eyes, she was laughing so hard. “It was too perfect for words! Cecilia kept on trying to ‘correspond’ with her. But her letters got no answer!”


  Although, according to Aunt Lavinia, Cecilia Menzies was a woman who would far rather have died than have central heating in her house, her old friend still saw her as a traitor: she felt that she had sold out. For Cecilia Menzies had moved to a place where there was not the slightest merit or oddity in not having central heating, since with the warm and balmy climate no one required it.


  “Old Mrs Webster felt that her friend had gone ‘soft,’ darling. And from her point of view Cecilia had. If you wanted to try to survive the miseries of endless winters in an unheated house, it was perfectly all right, Granny Webster felt, to do it in a place which had odious, freezing sea-winds like Hove. But to go to live in the South of France—that was not all right. Your Great Granny Webster felt that the South of France was cheating ...”


  Aunt Lavinia kept embracing Poo Poo, kissing him all over with a frenzied intensity, licking his cold wet black nose, apologising to him for having been away, sympathising with him for the way he must have missed her. Apart from this exaggerated behaviour and the sight of the bandages on her wrist, I found it hard to believe that someone in such an effervescent and carefree mood could that morning have come out of the mental wing of a hospital.


  While she was laughing and joking, and burying her face in Poo Poo’s knobbly white coat, I wondered if my father had been in any way like his sister. I found it very hard to visualise a masculine version of Aunt Lavinia. I also found it impossible to imagine any circumstances which would make her feel the slightest obligation or desire to make uncomfortable train trips to Hove in order to visit an unprepossessing old figure like Great Granny Webster.


  “Your father used to say that Siberia started at Hove,” Aunt Lavinia said. “Ivor was so divine. It’s too dreadful that you will never know him.” It was then that I asked her why my father seemed to have had such a curious attachment to his grim old grandmother.


  Aunt Lavinia refused to believe that my father had ever been in the least attached to Great Granny Webster. “Who ever gave you such a terrifying idea? I’ve never heard of anything more creepy. No one in their right mind could possibly form an attachment to such a gruesome old water-drinker.” As she spoke she was diluting a huge mug of Guinness with some vintage champagne. She always claimed the mixture was the best pre-lunch drink, because it had some kind of alkaline effect that counteracted last night’s hangover. “Oh no ... It wasn’t in the least like you think, darling. Your father was one of the most impractical men in the whole world—but occasionally he could be quite crafty. Ivor was always in debt, as you know—his affairs were always in a mess. I think he suddenly remembered he had this old relative in Hove, that there she was, like an aged hen, squatting on her enormous fortune, and no doubt he saw his trips to Hove as quite a foxy future investment. Knowing Ivor, I would imagine he must have stoked himself up on brandy the whole way down on the Brighton train. So when he arrived he was probably so pie-eyed she couldn’t asphyxiate him with the boredom of her company. I’m quite sure that if your father is looking down on us all from some cloud he would be the first to see the joke. Who would ever have thought that it would be Great Granny Webster who would be the one to out-fox him in the end? When Ivor wasted so much time making all those dreary train trips down to Hove he really would have had to laugh if he had known that she was the one who was going to send him the wreath.”


  My father had been killed in Burma when I was nine, and I found it almost impossible to remember what he had been like. Death had obscured him as a reality and turned him into a phantom who remained completely elusive, because his image was always in a state of flux. He had become for me nothing more than a fluid, shifting composite of memory and fantasy, in which sometimes he could appear glorified and attractive, at other times much less so. I could remember a black-haired man playing tennis in white flannels, a black-haired man flushed from drinking port as he shouted and argued with his Oxford friends. The man seemed very ancient, but I realised that even this had to be a distortion, because at that time he had still been in his twenties. I found I could remember the smell of his tobacco when he came into my bedroom to say goodnight, that he had once told me to read Shakespeare because when I grew up and was very unhappy I would find every kind of human unhappiness perfectly expressed there. But all these memories were so arbitrary, misty and superficial that they in no way added up to any kind of satisfactory portrait, and they would all suddenly seem to be completely blotted out by a much more vivid, cleanly-etched and final image of three brown telegrams from the War Office, the first announcing his death, the second regretting the error and denying it, the third regretting that His Majesty had to confirm the information in the first.


  3


  SOON AFTER Aunt Lavinia’s attempted suicide I had lunch with a man who had been a close friend of my father and known him since he was a child. Tommy Redcliffe was a semi-successful biographer. He was a gentle pleasant man, at that time in his middle-thirties. His hair was turning grey and his eyes looked wise and disappointed. He had an artificial limb, for he had lost a leg in the war. He had the manner, both retiring and restlessly enervated, of the cured alcoholic.


  Tommy Redcliffe talked about my father with amused affectionate nostalgia, remembering the insanely drunken parties they had both so adored at Oxford. I was always puzzled by the way so many of my father’s old friends seemed to have remained unmoving, as if they had been frozen in some dream memory of those pre-war university parties. They appeared to feel that nothing in their subsequent lives had ever equalled whatever excitement it was they had got from them. They still never managed to recreate the Oxford they had loved so much, in any sense that could convey its glamour. When they tried to describe the tipsy rowdiness of nights in smoky college rooms when the debutantes came down from London, their attempts to make it sound exhilarating only left me with an impression of a way of life which was destructive and brutal. Sons of aristocratic parents, they had formed a fashionable little clique which was selective in its membership and comprised of leaders and followers, like a gang. They seemed to have acquired a sense of strength and superiority from the pooling of energies, which is the appeal of gang-life. But their laughing nostalgia when they remembered how someone in their set had been sick on the floor, or passed out, or insulted a stranger, or crashed his girl-friend’s car, never could counteract my feeling that what they now remembered as precious moments must also have been in many ways unpleasant. It was the mood of that pre-war Oxford which remained lost for me—the high spirits, hope and recklessness, the sense of comradeship made closer through shared jokes and rebellion. This mood was too fragile to be resurrected many years after it had suffered a smoke-like dispersal.


  When I had listened to Tommy Redcliffe reminiscing about the wild and drunken moments he had shared with my father at Oxford, I asked him to explain why a man who apparently enjoyed such times had bothered to make frequent train trips down to Hove in order to eat a wine-free dinner with someone as uncaptivating as Great Granny Webster.


  Tommy Redcliffe had only met my great-grandmother once or twice, but she had remained forever imprinted on his memory. He disagreed with Aunt Lavinia’s theory that my father’s motives for visiting her had been mercenary. He felt Aunt Lavinia had always seen everything in life as a lottery and therefore assumed that everybody must see it as she did. In his opinion my father would have had to have been a fool to think that, however much he tried to ingratiate himself with Great Granny Webster, he could ever end up inheriting her fortune.


  “One only had to take one look at that old woman’s face to realise that someone as trenchantly ungenerous in life would have to be just as ungenerous in death. No one but an idiot could imagine that a woman with such an intensely punitive nature could ever allow another human being to get any profit from her demise.”


  Then why was my father always going down to Hove to see her, I asked. If he had gone for the money it seemed a little corrupt, but his motives were at least intelligible.


  “I think Ivor’s reasons were probably quite complex. The joke may have been—that against all probabilities he secretly rather liked her.”


  “What did he like about her?”


  Tommy Redcliffe laughed, as if the very idea of anyone liking Great Granny Webster amused him. “I can’t say that I think he liked her—at least not in the sense that he liked other people. Obviously he was much too ebullient and pleasure-loving to find a woman like that very entertaining. But I still think he liked the idea that, with a person such as old Mrs Webster, you can never get any surprises. Whenever he went down to see her, there she would be in exactly the same brave and despondent state she had been in when he last saw her.”


  “But a lot of people wouldn’t find that in the least appealing. A lot of people might find that deadly.” I myself didn’t like it at all. I very much disliked the idea that although it was now three years since I had last seen her, Great Granny Webster was most probably still sitting in the same state of gloom on that same hard-backed chair.


  “But your father did happen to like it. You must remember that he lived through a period where one had a sense that the whole of society was about to erupt like a pus-swollen boil. We still felt much too close to all the carnage and the mess of the First World War. In the ’twenties and the ’thirties everything seemed to be in a continual state of uncertainty and turmoil. And there was something about the way our group liked to destroy themselves with drink—the way we always felt that we had to try to whoop it up—that had some funny kind of violence. It’s hard to describe it now, but it was as if we were infected with a horrible feeling of fatalistic foreboding—as if we knew that nothing could ever stop us sliding towards all the pointless bloody upheaval of yet another war ...”


  Tommy Redcliffe seemed to sense that I was still puzzled as to how this explained my father’s mysterious visits to Hove. He reached out with a nervous and automatic gesture and took a gulp of ginger-ale, as if he longed for his glass to contain something stronger. For a moment his voice had the embarrassed and overtactful tone that is often used in describing a dead parent to its child.


  “Ivor was very witty and popular. He had a laconic façade. But underneath all that I never felt he was a very happy man. Like most of us, he drank much too much. He had many personal problems. He was a man in no way fitted for military life—basically he was a scholar. When the Second War finally broke out I always thought he joined that regiment much too quickly. It was as if he felt he hadn’t fulfilled his early Oxford promise—that his whole life had reached such an emotional impasse that he rushed into the army as if he saw it as a solution ...”


  Tommy Redcliffe shifted uneasily in the chair of the restaurant where we were sitting, and I became acutely conscious of the protruding rigidity of his artificial leg.


  “You shouldn’t forget,” he said, “that when your father came back on leave from jungle-fighting in Burma, he must have found London, with all the nightly German bombardments, a very crazed and nerve-torn city. As I remember it then, everyone drank like fishes. I think I can understand why he may have been quite glad to get out of it all for a moment—quietly to get on a train which would take him down to your Great Granny Webster who would be sitting there in Hove astringently drinking her glasses of water—as unchanged by the new war as she was unchanged by everything else ...”


  “What do you think they both talked about when he went down to visit her?” I wondered whether Great Granny Webster could possibly have been more interesting than I had ever imagined—whether I had been too young when I stayed with her to appreciate her more subtle qualities. All at once I remembered my own inexplicable feeling of panic at Brighton station when I realised I was leaving her for ever. Everything was orderly and predictable in the fusty sealed-off universe that she inhabited. Like her dark furniture, she seemed built to last. She gave no sign that she had ever felt there was any reason to question what she was—or what she stood for. Despite the humiliations of extreme old age, her sense of the worth of her own identity was solid because it had become inseparable from the hallowed stability of her own unvarying routines. Only when one was losing Great Granny Webster and was moving off into a more modern arena peopled by uncertain, bruised identities, confused by ever-shifting, contradictory values, could one start to regret the reliability of her single-minded self-containedness. Even if one happened to dislike both her ways and her values, because she saw herself as too highly placed and well-armoured to need to care about vulgar criticism she remained in a sense the winner. Never having wished to receive pleasure, or give it, she forced one to admit that there was something admirably robust in the way she was totally devoid of any newfangled and slavish desire to please.


  Tommy Redcliffe thought it unlikely that my father and Great Granny Webster had talked all that much when he had travelled down to visit her. “Talk has never been that old woman’s strong point, and if he wanted sparkling conversation Ivor would hardly have been such a lunatic as to look for it in Hove. What she could give him was the feeling that he knew exactly what to expect from her. Many people might not value the sensation particularly. But I don’t think it was something your father had felt very much in his life and it was a feeling he badly needed. Underneath all his apparent assurance, I don’t think he ever quite knew what to expect from anyone. You must remember that your grandmother Dunmartin was a very different person from Great Granny Webster. From his earliest childhood your father had always lived in secret terror, never knowing what his mother was going to do or say.”


  I asked Tommy Redcliffe if he had known my grandmother Dunmartin. Child of Great Granny Webster, mother of my father and Aunt Lavinia, this faceless woman who had attacked my infant brother at his formal christening still remained a menacing blank in my imagination.


  Tommy Redcliffe had often gone over to Ulster to shoot at Dunmartin Hall while he was an undergraduate, and had got to know her then. He always found her very frightening, long before she was officially considered insane. He described her as a woman who seemed to have no centre. She went tossing through life like a leaf blown by every wind of her caprice. If you found her laughing you couldn’t tell what amused her; if you saw her crying you couldn’t quite tell what distressed her. None of her reactions seemed to be determined by external events. At that time he had also felt quite sorry for her—a pretty Englishwoman who had lost her youth living in a rainy province in an immense grey isolated house that was so cold you had to put on an overcoat to walk through its halls.


  Tommy Redcliffe had enjoyed the pheasant-shooting at Dunmartin Hall, but otherwise he did not have very enthusiastic memories of the house where I had lived until my father was killed. Whereas I remembered Dunmartin Hall with affection and nostalgia, he had not seen anything especially attractive in the fact that its smells of damp-infested libraries had mingled with those of cow-dung, potato cakes and paraffin.


  He had found the house architecturally very displeasing with its vast and sprawling ivy-coated wings, which at certain periods had been added to, at others pulled down at immense cost in the interests of economy and manageability. He had been depressed by the way it seemed like a gigantic monument to more prosperous and eternally lost times, dominating the countryside in its stately dilapidation.


  Although he could admit that its tall and formal windows had very beautiful views—of gorse-dotted mountain, slate-grey lake and copses of copper beech—he had not felt that they compensated for Dunmartin Hall’s many discomforts. He hated the way the food at meals was always stone-cold because it had to be carried by the butler from a dungeon kitchen which was in a different wing from the dining-room. Dunmartin Hall had something wrong with its plumbing, and he had been astonished that in a house of such pretension there was very rarely hot water and it was considered a luxury if anyone managed to get a peat-brown trickle of a bath.


  Tommy Redcliffe suffered from rheumatism and he was convinced that the first fatal seeds of it had been sown when he stayed in that Northern Irish house before the war and his sheets were invariably wringing wet. Years later his voice still trembled with astonished complaint as he remembered nights when there had always seemed to be a bat trapped in his bedroom, nights when the cold had been such that he often found it easier to get to sleep lying fully clothed on the floor-boards under a couple of dusty carpets than in his unaired bed.


  When he tried to describe my unknown grandmother, his whole description of her was coloured by sympathy for what he felt she must have suffered when her marriage doomed her to spend years and years of her life in the stultifying isolation and relentless biting damp of that ancestral Ulster house.


  I had gathered from Cousin Kathleen that my grandmother had never loved my grandfather. She had married him only because Great Granny Webster wished her to. As a Scotswoman, that determined old lady had liked the idea of her daughter marrying a man of the Anglo-Irish landed gentry. Apparently she distrusted marriages with Englishmen, seeing them as unreliable—a prejudice that may have come from personal experience, for her own husband had been English. William Webster was a figure who was never to be retrieved from the past. All I ever learnt of him was that he had died of heart failure a year after he married her. He was very rich, and the money he left Great Granny Webster long outlasted his legend.


  When my grandmother was seventeen Great Granny Webster had decided it would be correct to bring her daughter “out” in London. Although that critical old lady had always loathed England and everything that she saw as Englishness, her shrewder side convinced her that London as a centre might be a sounder place than Edinburgh in which to invest the money that was necessary to give her daughter a “season.”


  Unlike her morose-faced mother, as a girl my grandmother had been very pretty, with bright gold curls and an impish expression. For three summer months Great Granny Webster had escorted her daughter to London balls. She sat on gilded cane-backed chairs by the walls of innumerable dance-floors wearing such a martyred yet indomitable expression on her face that everyone felt she must be the physical reincarnation of some lone survivor of the massacre of Killiecrankie.


  Much more upright than any other chaperoning mother, Great Granny Webster had not been at all popular in the London society of that period, and it was only by dint of her notorious wealth that she managed to get an entrée to its fashionable festivities. She was never invited to any house parties or shoots in the country, and as a result my grandmother was never invited either. It was considered that Great Granny Webster would be far too great a social trial to her neighbours at mealtimes. But she succeeded in getting her-self and her daughter invited to London balls, where it was felt that in all the commotion and whirl of these crowded, gay events the scorch of her silent reproof could do no one very much harm.


  Most of the other chaperoning mothers enjoyed the London balls of the season. They wore sensational dresses that showed off the beauty of their waists and shoulders, and their jewellery sparkled in the light of the chandeliers as they whispered scandal together and waltzed and flirted with the young men who were prospective husbands for their daughters.


  Great Granny Webster always made it plain to everyone that she had not come to these balls to enjoy herself. A striking figure in an ink-black dress, wearing elbow-high dark gloves that were tightly fastened with ebony buttons, she formally greeted her hostess on arrival and after that she mixed with no one. She found herself a gold chair by the side of the wall and through the long night hours, with all the restraint and tragic resignation suitable to someone attending a death bed, she listened to the music and watched my grandmother dance.


  Great Granny Webster always claimed she was a fighter, but, intrepid battler that she was, on the stroke of midnight her endurance would give out. She was not a woman who was prepared to over-do her duty. By twelve o’clock she felt she need endure the ball no longer. Her carriage would be sent for and, like Cinderella, my grandmother would be taken home.


  My grandfather Dunmartin apparently fell in love with my grandmother in the months she was doing her London season. When he proposed to her, Great Granny Webster was, in the grimness of her fashion, gratified. She felt that all the pains she had endured sitting out so many balls were now rewarded. She approved of the fact that my grandfather was an Ulsterman, because of his blood-link with Scotland. She approved of the fact that he owned an inherited estate and was the son of a former Governor General of Canada. Inasmuch as she could be pleased, the idea of this marriage pleased her. It would spare her the torment of chaperoning my grandmother through another London season. She was intensely keen that her daughter should marry young. In 1894 Great Granny Webster was already pining to leave London and start her retirement, that tenacious retirement which was to astonish everyone by its protractedness and carry her unscathed through two major world wars, to the period when I was to meet her with Richards, in Hove.


  My grandfather Dunmartin had died when I was still very young, a few months after my grandmother was committed for life to a mental institution, and I remembered nothing about him. When Tommy Redcliffe had gone over to stay at Dunmartin Hall, he had seen my grandfather as a kindly, but nervously ineffectual, man, whose intense anxiety obscured his florid features to a point that he seemed masked—one saw his worry before becoming conscious of his pleasant porcine face. My grandmother’s irrational behaviour had made him wretched. He was baffled as to why his wife was no longer the charming sprite-like little girl whom he had married and brought to live at Dunmartin Hall. He was terrified by her inexplicable changes of mood, her odd and obsessive preoccupations, her outbursts of hysterical hostility.


  He always treated her with excessive gallantry, jumping to his feet whenever she entered a room. She liked to waft noiselessly in and out of doors. Her entrances and her exits were always intensely sudden and dramatic, and it was impossible to tell what prompted her to make them. Her husband, however, always seemed thrilled when she made one of her mysterious and fleeting appearances. He kept hoping that if she were shown enough courtesy and admiration she might be again as she had been when he had married her. He kissed her limp white hand and rushed to find her a comfortable chair. He adjusted the shawl round her shoulders to protect her from the cold; begged her to have a cup of tea, a glass of wine. He always called her “my beautiful spouse.” When other people thought her peculiar, he suffered for her and tried to make excuses. “She has had this terrible back-ache, sinus trouble, fever ...” Some of my grandmother’s remarks could seem so eccentric as to be alarming, but he always tried to present them as beguiling. “You realise that my beautiful spouse was only trying to pull your leg. She’s a fearful little tease ...” In his fussy and devoted way he was always trying to think up small things that might please her. He would go off into the woods at Dunmartin to pick her bunches of wild flowers. He bought her boxes of chocolates from the sweet shop in the local village. “Just a little surprise for my lovely queen ...”


  When my grandfather Dunmartin was not brooding on his wife’s unstable state of mind, he worried incessantly about his farm, which he ran with an amateurish ineptitude that resulted in an immense and automatic annual loss. Great Granny Webster had not chosen to give her daughter one single penny. Having got her suitably married, the old lady felt that my grandmother’s financial situation was entirely the affair of her husband. Day and night my grandfather kept worrying about his ever-dwindling finances, for he had inherited Dunmartin Hall without inheriting a fraction of the money that was required to run it and he was tortured by his inability to maintain this grandiose and unwieldy establishment in the style to which he had been brought up to feel it demanded. He was terrified by the crippling inherited debts of his vast yet mouldering estate, with its unmendable walls and fences, its forlornly empty stables, non-laying chickens, appleless orchards, its cows that had no yield. He felt like a criminal as he watched his beautiful ornamental trees being cut down to be sold as firewood. Thistle and gorse were ruining his grazing land. Every month more of his unprofitable acres had to be sold.


  As I remembered it from having lived there as a child, Dunmartin Hall had always had an aura of impermanence. The house had both the melancholy and the magic of something inherently doomed by the height of its own ancient colonial aspirations. It was like a grey and decaying palace fortress beleaguered by invasions of hostile native forces. Fierce armies of stinging nettles were seizing its once imposing elm-arched driveway; weeds carpeted its tennis court; in its rose garden the roses had reverted to seed and grown wild because no one ever pruned them. All the flowerbeds had become blotted out by grass, and only the brilliant blue of hydrangeas gave colour to Dunmartin’s nonexistent gardens, because they liked a lot of rain and needed no attention.


  In the past, Dunmartin Hall had been intended to rival any English Stately Home in the scale of its magnificence and luxury—but whereas in England many equivalently large and over-ambitious houses could remain solvent by existing like the capital of a country, feeding on a constant flow of produce and income from the riches of the lands and the smaller houses that surrounded it, the system had not worked in Northern Ireland. Very little came into Dunmartin Hall from all its rocky barren acres, and as a result nothing was agriculturally reinvested. Although the estate had many tenant farmers who lived on potatoes and bacon fat, in tiny grey stone cottages, they were in no sense an asset to the “Great House.” Producing very little except despairing demands for repairs to their abysmally wretched dwellings, they were incapable of paying their rents, and the traditional Anglo-Irish threat of eviction was no terror to them, since they were quite aware that they would never be forced out of their homes, for there was no one in the least anxious to take possession of these derelict little buildings and therefore it was in no way financially advantageous to their landlord in Dunmartin Hall to have his farmhouses left standing empty until time and the corrosive dampness of the Northern Irish climate reduced them to little ruins of rubbled grey stones.


  Having tried to exist by aping an English feudal system most unsuccessfully, it was only the scale of the diminishment of this enormous Ulster house that remained impressive in its period of retribution and impoverishment. Its vast stone-carved swimming pool, surrounded by marble busts of Roman emperors, still remained somehow imposing, though it rotted in a scum of dead leaves and insects. The same was true of Dunmartin Hall’s once valuable libraries, though many of the pages of their books had become glued together and blue with mildew.


  The Irish roof has been the perennial arch-enemy of those who have lived under it. The roof has always had an almost mystical importance in Ireland because of the incessant rain. Throughout the ages a quite inordinate amount of unsuccessful Irish time and energy has been spent trying to do something about the roof. More and more roof specialists have been called in to take a look at it. They potter about among the chimneys for many weeks and almost invariably put their foot through its comparatively sound patches before they declare it hopeless.


  Describing Dunmartin Hall in my grandmother’s time, Tommy Redcliffe sounded appalled by the way it seemed to have been so generally and passively accepted that the roof was incurable and could only be kept at bay by pieces of dangling string which helped direct the massive flow of uncountable leaks to the various pots and pans and jam jars in which it suited my family that they should land. Then, just as a ship is bailed out, all these motley receptacles were emptied daily before they started to overflow.


  Tommy Redcliffe was an orderly and practical Englishman, and the discouraging sight of all those soggy strings hanging down from the lofty, peeling ceilings of winding state-rooms had made an indelible impression on him. He said it had always amazed him that my father never appeared in the least disturbed by them, that apparently he saw them as normal. Tommy Redcliffe also remembered with horror that dangling alongside them there had been long sweet sticky brown papers for catching flies and wasps.


  In describing his pre-war visits to Ulster, the terrible state of neglect and the undefeatable damp of Dunmartin Hall had obviously chilled him so much that when he tried to tell me what my grandmother had been like I often thought he felt the house itself might well have been responsible for driving her insane.


  In the period in which he had gone over to stay there, Dunmartin Hall appears to have been going through a moment of exceptional crisis. My grandmother was becoming stranger and stranger. For years and years she had made not a single effort to run the house. As it deteriorated and became increasingly derelict and uncared for, she seemed totally unaware of it. She gave the impression that she no longer inhabited the house except in a technical sense, that she lived elsewhere in some troubled world of her own warring fantasies.


  My grandfather Dunmartin was in total despair. He had no talent as a housekeeper and he found it impossible to give Dunmartin Hall his full attention when he was already overburdened and preoccupied by all the debts and problems of his failing estate. He had hired an English butler and two English footmen and kept selling fields to pay their salaries, but he was too modest and diffident to instruct them. They did very little work, for they were nearly always drunk, since my grandfather was frightened he might insult them if he hid the Dunmartin cellar key.


  Having been professionally trained and having worked hitherto in aristocratic and impeccably run houses in England, these men were horrified by the rudderless and pigsty conditions that prevailed at Dunmartin Hall. They therefore adapted themselves to the point of caricature. All day long they insisted on wearing heavy rubber farm-boots inside the house, and when my grandfather feebly begged them to remove them they refused. If they were expected to wade through the puddles that were always collecting in the corridors of this house they felt it was their right to be sensibly dressed so that they ran no risk of pneumonia.


  Visitors from England were totally scandalised by the sight of these three men in the formal dining-room clumping round the table as they handed out the dishes of food with an unsteady gait that was made more noticeable by the fact that the black trousers of their liveries were tucked inside their mud-splashed wellingtons.


  My grandfather had two of his unmarried great-aunts living with him. He had inherited them with the house as if they were heirlooms, and for years they had continued to live on in one of the remote damp wings of Dunmartin Hall, not out of choice but because no one could think of anywhere else for them to go.


  These two old ladies were in very bad health. One had a cataract and the other grave trouble with her knees. They were much too irritable and decrepit to be of the slightest help to him in managing the house. All they wanted was to be waited on like little children, and they complained incessantly when they had to have their meals in the dining-room, for they would have liked them served in their rooms.


  They were both much too engrossed in their own dissatisfactions to take in that there was anything wrong with my grandmother. My grandfather thought it better not to tell them that his wife had a nervous condition which often made her appear deranged. They realised only one thing. The lady of the house was not very easily available and when they cunningly managed to trap her she was curiously unresponsive to their innumerable complaints. Finding little satisfaction from their hostess, all their bitterness directed itself against my careworn grandfather, and they kept descending on him like two old pecking rooks in their black dresses. Everything was falling apart in their wing ... the frame of their lavatory door was so warped it was impossible to shut it ... they were ladies ... they hadn’t been brought up like that ... it was a disgrace ... it wasn’t decent to use the lavatory in front of the servants ... Three weeks ago one of the gun dogs had made a mess in their sitting-room. They would like to be given a good reason why no one had yet removed it ... The carpet had humped away from the floor in one of their corridors and it was only a question of time before someone broke a leg ... Like the rain that was always pouring down outside the windows, their moans kept splashing down on Grandfather Dunmartin’s worried head.


  As my grandmother’s behaviour became increasingly weird and unbalanced and his great-aunts became increasingly difficult and dissatisfied, my grandfather recklessly staffed the house with more and more cooks, maids and kitchen-maids from the local village. It was as if he were trying to reassure himself that the sheer number of servants could prove that there was still something solid at the centre of his disintegrating home.


  The act of employing so many people appeared to fatigue Grandfather Dunmartin to a point at which he had no further energy for explaining what he expected their duties to be. Never knowing what they were meant to do, they stayed in a demoralised huddle round the fire in the servants’ hall, where they gossiped and ate soda bread and drank many cups of tea.


  In a remote and sleepy country house like Dunmartin Hall, where neither the residents nor the guests found it easy to think of ways to occupy their time, meals had a special importance. They were events which were greedily looked forward to, and everyone who sat down at Dunmartin’s gleaming mahogany inlaid table always yearned to be served some long and delicious meal, for they needed to find pleasant and self-indulgent ways of breaking up the tedium of the dragging hours of the day. Unfortunately, the food served at Dunmartin Hall in my grandfather’s time was always cruelly disappointing, and his aunts would do their best to make him suffer for it by grumbling relentlessly in their high-pitched querulous tones as they bemoaned the fact that the disgusting food that kept appearing in the dining-room was ruining their delicate elderly digestions.


  When these irascible old figures started to make their habitual peevish fuss about the disgraceful quality of the food, Tommy Redcliffe often felt a secret sympathy with them, for he too grew to dread both the sight and the taste of the frizzled unappetising pheasants that were served day after day for both lunch and dinner. No knife ever seemed sharp enough to cut them. Invariably they had been so grossly overcooked that their dehydrated flesh had the texture of plywood.


  The Dunmartin pheasants were all cooked together in a big batch every Monday. They were left roasting in red-hot ovens most of the day and then taken out and hung in the larder so that they could be warmed up in frying pans during the days that followed in the numbers in which they were required. All the vegetables were also boiled together in giant iron pots every Monday, and when they were reheated later in the week they had much the same anaemic and wizened inedibility as the game birds.


  When the shooting season was over, the Dunmartin food sank to even deeper depths of dullness. Day after day, there would be cold ham with beetroot salad, and only occasionally would there be the variation of hot ham fried in some coarse and glutinous batter accompanied by tinned peaches.


  Tommy Redcliffe remembered the meals that were served on his first visit to Dunmartin Hall as much the worst that he was ever to have to eat in that house. This was in large part the fault of an unnerving situation created by Grandfather Dunmartin, who still refused to abandon the idea that it was important for his wife’s self-esteem and her emotional well-being that she be allowed to choose the food that was to be served that day in her household.


  Every morning, following out one of the rare instructions of my grandfather, the youngest of the English footmen, walking with his cumbersome rubber-booted tread and wearing the grimly apprehensive expression of someone carrying out an unpleasant military mission under enemy fire, would leave Dunmartin’s dark and dirty kitchen and after winding through various semi-basement passages would eventually start to climb the great steps of the majestic stone front staircase with its resplendent and dizzying spiral of wrought-iron bannisters. On reaching the top landing, he turned left and headed down the long, musk-smelling corridor which led to my grandmother’s bedroom. In his hand would be a wine list and a variety of menu cards, on which alternative suggestions for the day’s meals had been written out in inaccurate and wobbly French by the Dunmartin cooks. My grandmother was expected to read through all these menus, to place a tick next to any of the suggested items that she approved of and to cross out the ones that did not appeal to her. She was then meant to go through the list from the Dunmartin cellar to choose wines which were appropriate to go with the different courses she had selected.


  When my grandmother heard the footman knocking on her bedroom door, she reacted in different ways, depending on the mood she happened to be in when he arrived. Some mornings she asked him to come in. She would take the menus from him and, while he waited uneasily, glance down them with the unseeing eyes of someone in a dream, and finally place a few impatient random ticks next to some of the names of the French dishes which had been suggested to her. On other mornings, the sound of his knuckles knocking with politely trained yet remorseless insistence on her door had the effect of inflaming her most paranoid and irrational terrors. Giving a piercing little scream, she would dive for cover under her bed, where she would lie quaking, with her arms clutching the cold surface of the white chamber pot which was placed there nightly because her room was so inconveniently far from the nearest bathroom. There she would remain until Grandfather Dunmartin, looking stupefied and haggard, came in to visit her and by various reassurances, like someone oozing a pinned winkle from its shell, managed to persuade her that it was safe to come out.


  There were also worse occasions when her reaction to the footman’s knock would be much more frenetic and sinister. Making a rush to her door, she would fling it wide open and stand there with her golden hair in a dishevelled mop and her breasts poking out of her slinky silver-threaded nightgown. Glaring at the young man with the suspicious and provocatively rolling eye of a woman confronted by a strange potential rapist, she asked him what the hell he wanted and then, screaming obscenities, started to curse him for having dared to come to disturb her.


  Stuttering because he was both embarrassed and enraged by the foolish situation in which he was continually being placed by Grandfather Dunmartin, the English footman tried to explain that all he wanted was to show her the wine list and the menus. On hearing this explanation, my grandmother would start to laugh and her uncombed curls would bob up and down while her frail body shook as she let forth hyena peals of derisive amusement. Her mocking laughter could always make the footman blush, for he realised perfectly well that she saw his whole mission with the menus as totally insane.


  When she grew tired of ridiculing him, she would reach out with her thin bony arm and snatch the wine list and the menu cards from his hand. Ordering him to wait in the corridor, she would slam the door in his face with a childish vindictiveness. Sometimes she kept him waiting for over an hour before she opened it in order to hurl the menu cards into the passage hissing: “All we do is live to eat in this house!” or some such inappropriate remark. It would then be discovered that she had taken various coloured crayons and with careful vicious strokes scratched out the name of every single item of food that had been suggested to her.


  At the time that Tommy Redcliffe first visited Dunmartin Hall, three red-headed local girls, called the McDougal sisters, were taking turns ineptly to do the cooking. They were young and scared and highly strung, and they had never grasped the most rudimentary principles of what they were required to do down in the ramshackle unmodernised kitchen of such a palatial house. The only definite instruction they had received since their arrival was that Grandfather Dunmartin wanted several alternative menus shown to his wife every morning. My grandfather liked the feeling that he was keeping up the traditional domestic routines which his dead mother had once insisted on. He therefore wanted the menus to be written out in French.


  The McDougal sisters had no experience and were hardly capable of cooking anything much more complicated than bacon and eggs. They couldn’t understand a word of French and therefore the task of writing out a series of differing menus in a foreign language was a daily torment to them. They got up at six-thirty and wasted a lot of time slowly copying out the names of various rich and refined dishes which they took from a French cookery book, often confusing the hors d’oeuvres with the entrées, for they had no idea what they were suggesting to my grandmother.


  Although every day they obediently wrote out lists of pretentious courses on the stiff menu cards which were engraved with the Dunmartin coat of arms, it made not the slightest difference to them whether these cards were sent back to them covered with approving ticks or whether all their suggestions had been scratched out by the malign crayon strokes of their employer. They had very soon noticed that no one ever complained if the food they cooked had no relation to anything they had suggested to my grandmother. They found many of the procedures in this alien and sinister Anglo-Irish house baffling. They saw their job of writing out these menus as a difficult, silly, hollow formality which they would never understand the point of. When the cards were returned to them, they never bothered to look at them. They would be too preoccupied, like flustered sailors without a compass, floundering in indecision as they tried to make up their minds what they should cook for the Dunmartin dining-room. After much over-excited debate, just before lunch when the urgency of the situation forced them into action, they would nearly always agree on their favourite standbys—ham or pheasant. They preferred the latter, seeing it as an expensive and exotic food which was therefore the most suitable. They would go and get a few of these pre-cooked birds from the larder, throw them into a frying pan and then have them pompously carried by the butler to the dining-room—mahogany-coloured, rock-like objects swimming in a sauce of bacon fat.


  Once when Tommy Redcliffe had caught a very bad cold, which he blamed entirely on the polar conditions prevailing in his bedroom at Dunmartin Hall, he had gone down to the kitchen to ask the McDougal sisters if they would make him a drink of hot lemon and honey. He had happened to arrive just at the moment when the footman was bringing them back their menus, and he had been startled and intrigued by the hostility and contempt with which the footman treated the three young cooks.


  The youngest girl greeted the footman, but he refused to answer her. He stood there in the doorway of the kitchen glaring at all the sisters, and the lid of one of his pale fastidious eyes gave an irritable nervous twitch, as if rejecting the very sight of their chapped and flaking arms, their greasy aprons, their freckled noses and frizzy ginger curls. He was immensely eager to show them that he regarded them with disgust, that he found their accent unintelligible, and saw them as no more worthy of human respect than the ill-fed scruffy fowls that pecked and squawked in the Dunmartin chicken-runs. It was obvious that he considered the sluttish way the McDougal sisters kept their kitchen as not only repugnant but dangerous. He seemed unwilling even to cross its threshold and stood there in the doorway with the nostrils of his arrogant aquiline nose flaring as if they detected some poisonous smell.


  Tommy Redcliffe still vividly remembered the expression of pure revulsion with which the footman’s cold pale eye had looked at all the filthy pots and pans and other cooking utensils, at the bluebottles which were settling on the butter, the wasps which were struggling in various open pots of jam. Tommy Redcliffe too was alarmed at the sight of the fuzzy grey mould that had formed on an old pudding that was lying in a china bowl on the sticky and unscrubbed kitchen table. He was shaken by the state of the unswept stone-flagged floor, on which the corpse of a mouse was rotting quietly in the corner in a mousetrap, where everywhere there seemed to be the crunched carcases of pheasants which had been thrown, despite their sharp and choking bones, to the gun dogs and lay there littered with odd bits of withered cabbage and the peelings of potatoes and carrots.


  Tommy Redcliffe doubted that the supercilious young footman would have dreamt of eating a mouthful of food which had been touched by the McDougal sisters. He suspected that the butler and the two footmen cooked their own private meals on a stove in their pantry, and that as my grandfather never bothered to check the household bills they most probably ordered themselves excellent meat from the local butcher, so that—not to mention the superb vintage wine they were always taking from the cellar—the three Englishmen fared very well.


  “Take these,” the footman had suddenly snarled, throwing the menu cards on to the floor with a gesture of furious hostility and contempt. He might have been feeding some chickens with corn. He turned and strode away in his wellingtons, as if escaping from an inner region of hell.


  Tommy Redcliffe noticed that the three McDougal sisters made not the slightest move to pick up the French menus. He also became aware that there were various other tattered old menu cards lying around with all the other refuse on the kitchen floor. He presumed that these were the ones that had been made out for my grandmother in the preceding week and that no one had yet got round to sweeping them up.


  “Stuck-up bastard,” one of the McDougal sisters said in cheerful tones, as the black-uniformed figure of the English footman disappeared down the corridor. “It’s always a great moment to see the back of him.”


  The three redheads were very friendly and maternal to Tommy Redcliffe. They sympathised with his sore throat and his swollen glands, and they scurried off to find lemons, which one of them then squeezed on a disconcertingly unclean-looking squeezer. They advised him to put a drop of whisky with it. “Whisky takes the pain out of most things,” the least freckled-nosed of the sisters said.


  Tommy Redcliffe had found them all very likeable, and he had admired the way they seemed to be able to take the footman’s rudeness so lightly. He had still been keen to get out of the kitchen, for he dreaded the thought of watching them preparing their pheasants.


  The three young cooks never received any criticism for the terrible meals they produced, and Tommy Redcliffe felt that this was disastrous, for it gave them the idea that everyone found their cooking satisfactory. The McDougal sisters apparently had a very hazy and inaccurate image of my grandmother. From the moment they had come to work in her house they had never set eyes on her, because their kitchen was separated by a cobbled courtyard and a labyrinthine maze of corridors from the parts of the house that she used. They had heard rumours that she was a fierce and peculiar woman, and the whole idea of her frightened them. But though they were lost and unhappy working at Dunmartin Hall, they were only too aware of the unemployment in Ulster and were anxious to please her. As my grandmother never once complained about their ludicrous cuisine, any meal that they assumed had met with her approval they liked to repeat. They had little confidence in themselves, and the reason their culinary repertoire was so small was that they considered all variation risky. Therefore they liked to reproduce almost exactly the same thing they had cooked for lunch for the Dunmartin dinner.


  Although my father never grumbled about the food, he never attempted to eat it either. He smoked restlessly all through meals and shook his head irritably whenever the butler tried to serve him. He was obviously embarrassed by the cooking of the McDougal sisters, and it was clear that he felt profoundly ashamed that it was all that he was able to offer to his friend. He never mentioned it to Tommy Redcliffe, and he never tried to apologise for it, presumably because he saw it, like many other things in his family situation, as irremediable and beyond apology.


  One day when the food had been so exceptionally repulsive that one of the old aunts had rushed from the Dunmartin table with a handkerchief pressed to her lips, claiming that she had been poisoned, Tommy Redcliffe had tried as tactfully as possible to suggest to his host that it might be better if he went through the daily menus himself, rather than allow the burden of choice to fall on my grandmother, when she was clearly in no state to preoccupy herself with the meals of the household. He found it astonishing that a man so apparently good-natured as my grandfather seemed content to allow such a needlessly painful and farcical daily ritual as the presentation of the French menus to continue, when alternative arrangements were so easy.


  He had never thought that Grandfather Dunmartin would be upset by this common-sense suggestion. But the poor man looked so close to tears that Tommy Redcliffe felt he had been both cruel and needlessly impertinent.


  “I’m afraid you are right,” Grandfather Dunmartin said. “For a long time I’ve known that my poor darling wasn’t really well enough to go through the menus, but I’ve been terrified of doing anything to upset her shaky confidence.”


  He then tried to explain that my grandmother knew that, as his wife, it was her traditional right to choose the meals for the dining-room. He felt that if he was to take this little responsibility away from her, it might have a very bad psychological effect, for she would take it as a sign that she was generally considered too hopelessly incompetent to take on the most routine of the duties expected of her. “Once she feels we don’t even trust her to choose our food—how can she feel we trust her to do anything?” he asked.


  He had never felt, he said, that it was the least bit important whether she looked at the menus or not. All that mattered was that she be given daily symbolic evidence that her friends and family retained respect for her as the woman who was in charge of the household. “Meals appear anyway,” he said. “You can’t pretend that any of us are starving. The servants always produce something. That’s their job ...”


  Staring with despondency and a certain bitterness at the leg of horrible fossil-like pheasant which was congealing in a pool of tepid bacon fat on his plate, Tommy Redcliffe had realised that his host felt too unhungry and too obsessed by his more disquieting concerns to care any longer what food appeared on his table. He found it comic that Grandfather Dunmartin seemed to regard the opportunity of choosing from the French menus as some important honour which he was conferring on his wife. He found it tragic that, against all evidence to the contrary, his host still managed to persist in his fantasy that this honour meant a great deal to her.


  “Oh dear!” Grandfather Dunmartin said to him. “I suppose I’d better go through those menus for a while. I just hope to God she won’t think I’m trying to insult her. I’ll try to explain to her I’m only doing it temporarily until she feels more like her old self.” He said he felt sure he would manage the menus very badly. “I’ll never understand all that French. I’ll probably get confused and think crème brûlée is a sauce you put on cauliflower! In the old days, French was something my wife never had any trouble with. Old Mrs Webster was very strict about education and always got her the best French governesses. Anyway, in lots of ways women are always much cleverer than men, don’t you think?”


  The day after this conversation, he told the English footman that his wife felt unwell and it was better not to bother her with the menus. He never asked to see them, and the McDougal sisters soon ceased to write out any and cooked the same kind of food that they had always cooked.


  At the time Tommy Redcliffe had stayed at Dunmartin Hall as a guest, my grandmother could still sometimes seem quite pleasant and normal. “Her tragedy was—she could never keep it up ...”


  She lived to a quite different time-schedule from anyone else in the house. Often she stayed in her room for a large part of the day and only came out to roam restlessly around the house at night. Sometimes she would suddenly appear in the dining-room when everyone was in the middle of a meal, greeting her husband and her son and her guests very vaguely, as if she barely recognised them and yet was glad to find some company. She would sit down at the table and make general conversation. For a while she would be quite lucid, and an infectious feeling of hope would surge through everyone present. Perhaps she was better ... But then she would get on to the subject of elves and fairies.


  My grandmother had developed an obsessional interest in what she called “the little people.” When she first claimed she could see them, her family thought she was joking. They imagined that, as an Englishwoman who had taken up residence in Northern Ireland, she must in some silly, whimsical way, be trying to adapt herself to Irish superstitions.


  Soon it became clear that her belief in the forces of the supernatural had become a genuine fixation, for she tried to convert everyone to her beliefs and became snarling and hostile if she felt her audience was patronising her. She claimed that she could understand the language of the fairies, that they were continually sending her messages, that it was important only to listen to the instructions of the good ones for they could help you avert the terrible spells that might be put on you by demons. Tommy Redcliffe found her intolerably exhausting and boring when she went on talking like this.


  When my grandmother spent most of the day shut up in her bedroom, she sat cross-legged on the floor and cut out coloured pictures of elves and fairies from her enormous collection of children’s books. What everyone found blood-curdling was that she herself had started to look very like the model fairies that you see on the top of Christmas trees. She had the same frozen blank expression, the agelessness that made her seem neither child nor woman. Her face was china white, and her curls were still very blonde and arranged in a way that made her appear to be wearing a golden wig. When she entered a room she never walked, she always flitted. Often she kept a fixed smile on her face, and when she talked through this smile in a tense and impassioned manner about spells and curses, potions and magic, it was as if she were incapable of relaxing it because it had been painted on her face in order to radiate her own inner notion of fairy-like goodwill.


  My grandmother’s eyes had unnerved Tommy Redcliffe. He had found them much too bright and artificial, and they had given him the disquieting impression that the poor woman had lost her real ones and had had them replaced by two rounds of glass.


  My grandmother liked to wear white diaphanous dresses and she covered her shoulders with a silver-lace shawl. As she darted noiselessly round Dunmartin Hall in her curiously rapid and tiptoe manner, the ends of her silvery shawl would stream out behind her, almost as though she had grown fairy wings. Even in winter she went about barefoot. This always astonished any visitors who came to the house, for they found it impossible to understand why she was so unperturbed by the perishing cold.


  I asked Tommy Redcliffe how my father used to behave with his eccentric mother. Apparently he always became very white and withdrawn whenever she came into the room but brightened the moment she left it. Whenever my grandmother was present he would pick up a book and become so immersed in the text that he appeared to be trying to get to the other side of its print so that the words could shield him like a barbed-wire fence. He never wanted to discuss my grandmother with his friend, but regarded her condition much as he regarded the state of his father’s house, accepting it as a distressing fact which, insofar as was possible, he hoped could be ignored.


  My father went over to Northern Ireland only at Christmas and Easter and for one month in the summer. Tommy Redcliffe was convinced that he dreaded his visits and only made them for the sake of my grandfather Dunmartin, for whom he felt both pity and affection.


  Aunt Lavinia was apparently much more ruthless. She was adamant in her refusal to visit her parents in their Ulster home. The impecunious and uncomfortable grandeur in which this unhappy and embattled couple lived not only depressed her but struck her as ludicrous. She loved comfort, luxury and amusement. In Ulster there were no night-clubs; there was no theatre; there were very few parties given there that Aunt Lavinia considered entertaining. To her, Northern Ireland was a deadly and provincial No Man’s Land, and the secluded and supposedly aristocratic demesne of Dunmartin Hall existed for her as one of its most unappealing features. The beautiful woods of Dunmartin that my grandmother had managed to people with the magical spirits of her hectic imagination were damp monotonous tracts of trees to the pleasure-loving Aunt Lavinia. They were a place where you could take a dull walk in the rain because no one offered you anything better to do. She dreaded being asked to sit up half the night with my anxious grandfather while he showed her all the accounts and the books of his farm and his estate. Aunt Lavinia had no gift for mathematics, and she suspected that his grasp of the figures he liked to show her was almost as weak as her own. All she ever gathered was that the Dunmartin accounts were disastrous. To her, money was an abstraction. If you were gay and well-dressed, it was something that arrived from admiring men. She could see no magical way of making it arrive to salvage my grandfather’s rocky and gorse-infested acres. Aunt Lavinia stubbornly kept away from Northern Ireland, because condoling with my grandfather on the horror of his financial accounts and being under the same leaking roof as my unhinged fairy-loving grandmother was not an experience she could see as “fun.”


  According to Tommy Redcliffe my father liked to spend a lot of time in the woods when he visited Dunmartin Hall. Taking a gun as a pretext that he was shooting, he would wander round them most of the day. Even when the rain was torrential he liked to keep out of the house. In the evenings he would take his Oxford friend up to a tiny little room in one of the attics, where he had put a couple of armchairs and a bamboo table. In this room, in which his mother was most unlikely to make one of her swooping fairy-magic appearances, he would get out a bottle of brandy and relax, and they would talk about books and politics most of the night.


  Sometimes my grandfather would stop reading through the accounts of his estate and creep up to the attic to join the two young men. He too would relax while he drank with them, and the worry lines would look less darkly pencilled on his tense face. Up in that attic Tommy Redcliffe got the feeling he was being drawn into some kind of peculiar conspiracy. He felt that they were all in some tree-house where the children could hide from the adults. Three men were forming a charmed circle to shut out a force that threatened them. At the time the warm and distorting effects of brandy could make these evenings seem agreeable and normal. Only in the mornings would it strike him that there had been something sad and eccentric in the way they had spent so many hours of the night crouched hiding in the dusty little attic of such a palatial house.


  Tommy Redcliffe would never have gone to stay at Dunmartin Hall if he had not felt that it was important for him as a friend to go there to give a little support to my father. He always found the atmosphere of the house intensely melancholy. He had also disliked the unpleasant feeling of uncertainty that was created by my grandmother’s frequent disappearances. My grandfather would discover that his wife was missing from her room, and having searched the house from roof to cellar he would then set off with a gamekeeper to search the woods and the lake. My father always offered to help try to find his mother, but Grandfather Dunmartin insisted it would be better if he didn’t come.


  Tommy Redcliffe had found it very distressing to watch this florid-faced man in his tweed jacket and jodhpurs wading through the dung-coloured puddles of his derelict farmyards as he set off to look for his wife, wearing an expression that was as mournful as that of the spaniels that followed at his heels.


  My grandmother was considered to have “good” days and “bad” days. And she always disappeared on so-called bad days. It was often many hours before my grandfather found her. He would go through agonies of indecision as he tried to make up his mind whether or not to call in the local police. He was very unanxious to create any scandal that would give his house a bad reputation in the surrounding countryside. He had a horror that my grandmother’s name, which he saw as something sacred, might appear in the Belfast papers. He made arbitrary decisions that he would get in the police and their search-dogs if his wife was not found by ten, by eleven, by midnight ... Somehow he always managed to find her in very unlikely places. There was a little bramble-covered island in the middle of the lake; and there she would be, having rowed herself out in the fishing-boat. She would be sitting on a rock on its shore, dangling her bleeding bare feet in the icy slate-grey water. At other times she would be hiding in the thicket of a yew-tree or crouching inside the trunk of a hollow oak. She was usually in a very over-agitated state of mind when she was discovered. She was either elated, jabbering exalted nonsense and saying the fairies had chosen her as their queen, or petrified, rolling her eyes in a pitiful fashion and moaning that she was in the grip of some evil spell. It was often very difficult to persuade her to come back to the house. My grandfather was unfailingly patient. Once he found his wife, he would send the gamekeeper away. Standing with a torch in the woods, he would plead with her gently; he would coax and cajole. In winter the rain was often so heavy that they were soaked to the skin in minutes; but grandfather would ignore it, totally concentrated on trying to say the right thing to calm her. Finally he would succeed—maybe because she knew that in his fussy, anxious fashion he was now the only person who still loved her.


  Tommy Redcliffe and my father, semi-tipsy on brandy and pink-eyed from cigar smoke, would stay up in their attic, occasionally taking nervous peeps from its tiny window, hoping for the sight of the flash-light, which would mean that my grandmother, soaked and usually weeping, was at last being brought safely home.


  Cousin Kathleen had always claimed that my grandmother was a woman who had never wanted to have children, that she had had them only because the conventions of the time demanded that she produce heirs for her husband. It was after the birth of Aunt Lavinia that she first showed signs of severe mental illness and started behaving as if she were bewitched. She developed a crazy obsession that both my aunt and my father were changelings. She kept screaming that her real children had been stolen by evil fairies and replaced by demon substitutes. She wept and moaned for the ones she had lost. When she saw my father and Aunt Lavinia, she glared at them with a spitting malevolence and terror.


  My grandfather called in a specialist from Belfast, who gave her many pills, which had no effect on her behaviour. The doctor advised that her children should immediately be got out of the house. If she could forget their very existence, he hoped that her nervous illness might subside. Not having any idea where he could send them, Grandfather Dunmartin had quickly moved my father and Aunt Lavinia, who were then very small, to a wing which was the furthest removed from my grandmother’s bedroom. There, for a while, they were looked after by two Northern Irish girls who were told not to allow them to make any noise. For whenever my grandmother heard them laughing or crying, it set her off into a fit of convulsive weeping as she mourned the children who had been taken from her.


  In desperation my grandfather wrote to Great Granny Webster, who was living peacefully in Hove. He told her about her daughter’s distressing mental condition, and that he had been advised to get his children out of Dunmartin Hall. He asked her what she thought he ought to do.


  Apparently Great Granny Webster wrote back a very curt, cross letter. From its tone it was clear that she felt it was extremely incorrect that my grandfather should have bothered her. She said that he must do whatever he thought fit. Her letter ended with the motto “Life is a struggle and one cannot expect to rely on the strengths of others ...”


  Finally the two children were sent to Canada, where they lived with my grandfather’s sister until it was considered time for them to come back to England, so that my father could go to Eton and Aunt Lavinia to a fashionable girls’ school.


  Tommy Redcliffe had found it very disagreeable to be present on the rare occasions that my father was in the same room as my grandmother. My father had been separated from his mother for so many years that he appeared to regard her as a total stranger, yet one for whom in some uncomfortable way he still felt responsible.


  Sometimes my grandmother seemed to know that he was her son and sometimes she didn’t. On one occasion Tommy Redcliffe had seen her come wafting into a room with her bare feet and her silver shawl, and she had rushed up to my father who was sitting in a chair reading and had started to embrace him, calling him affectionate names, telling him how much she had always loved him.


  Tommy Redcliffe thought that my grandmother’s sudden displays of affection were rather unpleasant, for they were more like an aggressive assault than something that one could feel very grateful for. As he watched her trying to kiss my father she gave the impression that she was only acting out a charade of effusive friendliness because she felt she was being directed to behave in this way by the benevolent supernatural forces that teemed for that instant in her demented imagination. She behaved as if she were under constant and contradictory instructions from her own inner spectres. When she embarrassed my grandfather by picking up the butter from the dining-room table and rubbing it into her hair, she would explain that voices had warned her to do this in order to ward off some impending evil spell.


  Most of the time my father could remove himself from her capricious antics, and he acted as if they bored rather than disturbed him. Only her sudden rushes of affection enraged him. He hated her to touch him. His whole face would darken and he would recoil with savagery when she tried to throw her arms around him. When my grandmother behaved lovingly towards my father, Tommy Redcliffe often felt frightened that he was going to knock the poor woman down.


  My grandfather used to say that he felt it was very fortunate that my grandmother had become ill at Dunmartin Hall, because the size of the place made it possible to keep her at home. Also he was grateful that the house was so isolated that only her family and close friends were aware of the seriousness of her condition.


  Tommy Redcliffe found something oppressive in the isolation that my grandfather was so glad of. He thought it odd that a man who owned such a large estate in Northern Ireland should feel that he had nothing to do with the country he had always lived in. My grandfather and both his children had been educated in England. All the year round he looked forward to Christmas, because that was the time when guests came over to stay with him from England. He took no part or interest in Northern Irish politics. He read only English newspapers. He had Northern Irish servants, but he had made no Northern Irish friends. He was a Protestant, but the strong religious prejudices and conflicts of the province meant nothing to him. He had always refused to employ Catholics, not because he disliked them but because he had been told since childhood that it would be dangerous to have them in the house, as the Protestant community would not like it and if he was to outrage them in this deliberate way Dunmartin Hall might easily be burnt down. He went to the family chapel every Sunday for much the same reason. He slept discreetly all through the rhetorical and rousing sermon, and that often seemed the time when he was most at rest from his worries. He wanted to be known as a regular churchgoer, for he felt that in his position it was unwise to expose himself to local criticism. He lived in Dunmartin Hall as if it was an English island and he was a man who had been shipwrecked. As my grandmother became more and more disquieting as a hostess, he became increasingly lonely and marooned. He hesitated before he invited his old English friends to make the tiring journey by train and boat. He could offer them good shooting, but he had lost confidence that he could offer them much else that would make their stay with him very pleasant. My father had exactly the same feeling. Tommy Redcliffe was the only friend he ever invited to Dunmartin Hall, for he trusted him to be comparatively uncritical because he had known him for so long.


  My grandfather always had various schemes for salvaging his disastrous estate. He was going to plant cabbages on a massive scale and sell them commercially. He was going to convert his empty stables and turn them into a pig-farm. All his many fears and plans for his estate kept him occupied. From the start of her marriage, my grandmother had been much less fortunate. She hated riding, and as she never went hunting she made no contact with her neighbours in the country-side. Being frightened of horses and not enjoying any other form of sport, she had been doomed, Tommy Redcliffe thought, ever since she first arrived as a young bride at Dunmartin Hall. If she had chosen to retreat into an ill-omened phantasmagoric fairyland, he found it all too understandable that she might wish to live in flight from her dismal reality.


  Tommy Redcliffe found it hard to imagine anything much worse than being forced to live in that lonely and draughty house all the year round if you had nothing at all to do. He remembered watching my grandmother when she didn’t realise she was being watched. When she came out of her room at night, he was struck by the way she kept herself always on the move. Her energies seemed pent-up to bursting point, and she clearly felt a need to release them by being in a perpetual state of pointless motion. He could never forget the disturbing image that she had left him as she went restlessly wandering through the bleak cold corridors of Dunmartin Hall where the paper was stripping off in great sodden furls from the wall. She had the unseeing stare of the somnambulist as she wandered aimlessly in and out of unused rooms, which were mostly stacked like separate junk shops with the dusty mess and the unsorted belongings of the house’s previous owners.


  Once or twice he had seen that she was crying as she hovered for a moment in one of her freezing state-rooms, which were littered with that special miscellaneous Anglo-Irish rubble of unopened and unpayable bills, tennis rackets with broken strings, stone hot-water bottles without stoppers, stuffed pheasants in cracked glass cases, old yellowing copies of horse magazines, torn pages of the London Times. Seeing her silently weeping in these rooms, where the antique furniture was pitted with wormwood and piled high with girths and saddles, where a tangle of fishing rods lay intertwined with the sprawling tack of rusty bridles, while croquet hoops lay scattered at random with old-fashioned guns and black rubber wellingtons on ping-pong and billiard tables, he had wondered if she was crying because the sight of so many abandoned relics of once-played games was painful to her, reminding her of all the games that the prison of her marriage had never allowed her to play.


  One day he had seen her dancing alone in the unused ballroom. The roof was especially bad there and the floor was covered with a mixture of jam pots, frying pans, horse-buckets and antique Chinese vases which had been meticulously placed to catch the jets and drips. He had the depressing suspicion that she was seeing herself as a fairy, and it was a melancholy sight to watch this demented woman dancing without music, winding slowly in and out of all the obstacles that were strewn on the unpolished parquet, and avoiding the rain water that kept monotonously plopping down through the ceiling’s innumerable cracks.


  He saw her as having an eerie pathos like the ancient ghosts of the murdered Irish who were reputed to haunt the mildewed corridors strewn with tiger rugs which this unfortunate had come to own, while he watched her flitting from room to room as if desperately seeking a little warmth in this huge house where the firelogs were usually too green and rain-drenched to give out much more than thin puffs of acrid smoke.


  My grandfather was constantly debating whether or not he should take his wife to London, where he felt she might have more effective treatment than she got from her Belfast doctor. It took him years to make up his mind to move her. He was plagued by black images of what would happen to Dunmartin Hall if he wasn’t there to run the estate.


  Tommy Redcliffe found my grandfather’s dilemma unintelligible. As he saw it, the estate was so horribly mismanaged anyway that my grandfather’s absence could hardly affect it. It was impossible to understand how this harassed but well-meaning man was prepared to sacrifice his own life and that of my grandmother to a house that brought them so little joy, merely because he happened to own it. It shocked him to realise that my grandfather’s whole sense of himself had become inseparable from the burden of maintaining his inherited possessions.


  “This place is so beautiful that it would break my heart if it was ever to pass into the hands of strangers,” my grandfather once said to him. “Every bough of every apple tree is precious to me because I climbed it as a child.”


  My grandfather told him that the air at Dunmartin Hall was fresher than anywhere else in the world. “It has a special balmy sweet quality and it tastes of the salt from the Irish sea. I adore waking up in the morning and knowing that I’m breathing air that’s purer than anywhere else in the universe.”


  When my grandfather talked like this, Tommy Redcliffe thought him nearly as unhinged as his unfortunate wife.


  At Oxford, Tommy Redcliffe had often felt a terror for my father, fearing that when he eventually inherited Dunmartin Hall he would get sucked into the same trap as my grandfather and waste his life in an unrewarding attempt to retrieve an estate that was so emotionally and financially draining that, as was obvious to any outsider, it should long ago have been sold.


  “I couldn’t have known it then,” he said to me. “But I need never have worried about that. Ivor owned Dunmartin Hall for such a brief period—and then of course the war came. I don’t think that all the traditional dilemmas and the insolubles that he inherited with that Ulster house had the time to trouble him very much at all ...”


  When my grandfather finally moved my grandmother to London, her state of mind had deteriorated so disastrously that it became clear that she had been moved much too late. The good fairies that had once danced in her psyche seemed to have abandoned her, and it was as if violent and destructive forces had taken a dark control of her mind. She smashed the library windows at Dunmartin Hall. She made several savage attacks on the servants, who all left in a terrified body, leaving my grandfather to cook and clean for himself. When he found his wife setting fire to the faded curtains of his drawing-room, my grandfather’s mind was finally made up. Having such a passionate and proprietary feeling for his house, he no longer felt justified in keeping her there while she obviously endangered it.


  She was given heavy sedation, and with the help of her Belfast doctor my grandfather moved her to London, where he rented a house in Chelsea. For the next two years the move appeared to suit her. She was treated by London specialists and her recovery astonished everyone. Her maniac savagery subsided, and she became interested in doing water-colours. She began to have long periods in which she was both docile and lucid.


  My father got married while he was still at Oxford, and my brother and I were born at Dunmartin Hall, not because either of my parents wished to live there, but because we had to live somewhere while my father looked for a London job.


  My mother was a Londoner, and like my grandmother she was social and very young and had no sporting or agricultural interests. She detested Dunmartin Hall from the first moment she saw it. She was horrified to find herself inheriting the shambles in which Grandmother Dunmartin had left it. She saw its demoralised condition as being beyond human repair and she very much resented the fact that it seemed to be generally expected that she should devote her life to remedying it. She would have liked to live in a neat warm little flat in London and found it both cruel and ironic that it was poverty that had forced her to inhabit an icy Northern Irish palace. She felt that every room was haunted by her predecessor’s insanity, and she was terrified by the way the wind made the warped window frames and loose floorboards creak, and far-off doors never stopped banging in the night. She still did her best to get the house functioning in a more orderly fashion, and once again it became feasible to invite English guests to visit Dunmartin Hall. But the effort and pain it cost her created many difficulties in my parents’ brief marriage.


  While my mother was suffering in Northern Ireland, Grandfather Dunmartin was in Chelsea dreaming every minute about getting back to Ulster. He was delighted by his wife’s mental improvement, and he was only waiting for permission from her doctors to be allowed to move her back to live with him again at Dunmartin Hall.


  When my grandmother was invited over to my brother’s christening, no one could have foreseen that it would bring on her fatal relapse. No one ever quite knew why this chalk-faced woman with bright gold curls once again started to act like a spirit possessed. Maybe it was the insidious smells of the house where she had passed so many idle and profitless years, or just the sight of a festooned baby in a cradle, that triggered off her ancient phobia. Maybe it was renewed exposure to the challenging and reproving silence of Great Granny Webster. For that old lady had travelled up by train all the way from Hove to Scotland, and she finally arrived by boat having endured the most calamitous crossing of the Irish channel, during which she had stood on the steamer’s deck, stiff and uncomplaining as a mast, while the foam from the winter sea spotted her black furs and mingled, to her disgust and horror, with the wind-tossed vomit of Ulster labourers and a delegation of Protestant nuns, who kept moaning and praying to God as they staggered to the shiprails and the pitch and roll of the turbulence made them lose their lunch.


  Possibly it was the unwelcome reminder of the superhuman stamina of that stalwart old lady that created feelings of inadequacy in my grandmother which were violent enough to destroy her delicate equilibrium. For Great Granny Webster arrived at the door of Dunmartin Hall having survived her atrocious sea journey and then having borne the fatiguing discomforts of a long and bumpy car ride after being met at the fish-smelling docks of Larne. And although she had not slept all night and her brown pouched eyes looked tired and disgusted beyond measure, she expressed no self-pity and her whole demeanour was chillingly and accusingly brave.


  After my grandmother’s hysterical seizure at my brother’s christening party, my grandfather took her instantly back to London, but the town no longer seemed able to calm her. She became increasingly savage and uncontrollable. She continually raved and ranted. She no longer had moments when she was rational. My grandfather developed stomach ulcers. He hired trained nurses to stay with his wife day and night, but she was cunning and kept escaping from their care. For days she would be lost on the streets of London. She became insanely extravagant. She went tripping into shops and ordered expensive objects and clothes at random; she bought three diamond tiaras and some ruby rings from a jeweller in Bond Street and arranged for the bill to be sent to my grandfather. She slept out on the grass in Kensington Gardens—maybe because she connected the place with fairies. Several times she was arrested for unruly behaviour, and my grandfather had to use influential friends to keep her name out of the press.


  My grandfather became so thin from worrying about his wife’s ever-increasing madness and the expenses of her deranged spending sprees that he looked almost transparent. He was intensely unhappy living in London. Although in all his attitudes and his general orientation he appeared to feel himself to be English, he had sunk much too much time and worry into his Northern Irish house not to feel lost and miserable finding himself, in his middle age, exiled from it. He had friends in London, but he was bored and restless and gnawed by homesickness for the isolation and challenge of Dunmartin Hall, where he felt he had a function. My grandmother had become much too like an animal to be any kind of company for him. Her condition threatened him more than it had in Ulster, for he was unable to deflect the violent anxiety it caused him by sitting up half the night and studying the accounts of his farm and his estate.


  My grandmother’s London doctors strongly advised him to have her committed to a mental hospital. Always an indecisive man, he was incapable of either rejecting or accepting their advice. Although he recognised that he was incapable of taking the responsibility for someone in such an advanced state of insanity, he retained some fondness and pity for her, as if to the very end he saw her as a troubled child; and this protective feeling made it agonisingly difficult for him to take the step to banish her for ever from his house. In despair he wrote once again to Great Granny Webster. With his unrealistic character he was probably hoping the old lady would offer to take her daughter to live with her in Hove. He groped for any solution that would enable him to keep his wife out of hospital and yet allow him with a good conscience to do the only thing he longed to do, which was to return to Ulster, where he dreamed of watching my brother and me grow up just as he had himself at Dunmartin Hall.


  Great Granny Webster was fiercely annoyed when she was informed of my grandfather’s plight. The incorrectness of the whole situation appalled her, and she seemed to view it as totally unnecessary. She wrote him much the same cross letter that she had written him before, saying that she could not understand what he wanted from her. She hoped that he would resolve his own problems—that above all he would try to avoid any scandal that would be damaging to the reputation of the family.


  A month later Great Granny Webster had a change of heart. Maybe, sitting brooding alone in Hove, she started to be plagued by images of her daughter recklessly spending in the shops of London. To a woman of her careful nature, mindless waste was a crime much too threatening for her to feel it to be proper to ignore indefinitely.


  She wrote to my grandfather saying that she was coming up to London and wished to see her daughter’s doctors. She travelled up on the Brighton train, dressed in her usual black. She arrived at my grandfather’s rented house in Chelsea. Her eyes were two exhausted pools of annoyance. She behaved as if she felt it was outrageous that she had been put to so much inconvenience, but she kept her mouth stoically compressed and her whole bearing was unflaggingly brave. She refused to see her daughter, who was upstairs in a bedroom guarded by two male nurses, as usual cutting out pictures of witches and wizards from a children’s fairy book.


  Great Granny Webster spoke briefly with her daughter’s doctors. She made up her mind what should be done, with-out consulting my grandfather. She treated him with silent disgust, as if she saw him as a silly little boy and held him personally responsible for a situation she found sickening—one that long ago should have been correctly dealt with. She signed all the papers that were necessary to commit her daughter for life to a mental institution. Leaving my grandfather in a fit of helpless weeping, she sailed off with her usual silent hauteur and took the next train back to Hove.


  “Old Mrs Webster was never a very pleasant woman ...” Tommy Redcliffe said to me. “Yet I think that for your father she represented sanity. Now many people might not find her special brand of sanity all that alluring. But I think it made him feel secure just to see that it existed. Having watched your grandmother ruin your grandfather, I don’t think that your Great Granny Webster’s parsimonious side could disturb him all that much. And when he made those trips down to Hove to visit her he may even have liked her gloomy silences—his ears had been filled so often with the chuckles of the mad ...”


  Many more years went by, and I lost interest in Great Granny Webster. I no longer tried to puzzle out why my father had liked her, why he had swung back on the family pendulum and deliberately attempted to seek out in that correct-living, ungenerous old woman the very same rock-like qualities that my grandmother had obviously unsuccessfully tried to flee.


  I never wrote to Great Granny Webster as I had promised. I never visited her again. She became nothing more than a musty oppressive memory, she had cut herself off so successfully. On the rare occasions I thought about her, I assumed that she must have died long ago. But I was quite wrong. She had not died. She had been living on in exactly the same way that she had always lived in Hove.


  4


  IT WAS FIFTEEN years after my visit that I suddenly got a telephone call in London from a voice that I hardly recognised, for it had become so weak and squeaky.


  “This is your great-grandmother’s maid. Do you remember me? This is Richards.”


  Great Granny Webster had passed away four days ago. It had been a slow death, cancer of the throat. She had carried on her usual life to the end. She had been very brave.


  Richards seemed to be crying on the telephone. I asked her if there was anything I could do. She said she really hoped that I would come down to Hove next Friday for the service. Apparently none of the rest of the family were coming.


  “That would have upset her so much,” Richards said. “You remember how she always liked everything to be correct. She would never have thought it was right that I should be her only mourner. Poor Mrs Webster—she would have seen it as such a disgrace.”


  I told Richards that I would come down, and I found out the time and place of the ceremony.


  The following Friday I took the train down to Brighton. It was a freezing February day and the landscape from the train window was swathed in an odious mist that turned it the colour of concrete. On the train I felt cold, restless and annoyed. I had never wanted to be a hypocritical chief mourner at the grave of a woman I couldn’t mourn. I felt imposed upon by Richards who had pressured me into attending this funeral, disgusted by my own weakness in not refusing to go. I had much the same resentful feeling that I had once had when Great Granny Webster forced me to take rides in her Rolls-Royce. Even from the dead she seemed to be tyrannising me with her selfish wishes; once again she was forcing me to do something grim and boring and distasteful. It was ludicrous that I should be making this unpleasant, lonely train journey just because Great Granny Webster would have wanted her funeral to be correct.


  “I am certainly not going to supervise personally the removal of her furniture,” I thought. “There has to be some limit to the disagreeable tasks that she can be allowed to assign to one. She has managed to make me attend her burial and that will really have to be enough for her. If I discover in the future that I have become the unlucky owner of her dreaded bed, I am going to leave it forever uncollected in Hove. If moving men loosen the carved pineapple, it is a matter of complete indifference to me.” These rebellious thoughts were instantly followed by an uncomfortable feeling of superstitious terror. It was almost as if I feared some kind of awful retribution from her irate and punitive upright corpse, which suddenly seemed to have invisibly entered the railway carriage to listen to them.


  All I could pray was that Richards had never been told about her ancient employer’s wishes with regard to the disposal of her possessions. If, by ill-luck, Richards did happen to be aware of them, I was already beginning to have the horrible suspicion that Great Granny Webster would as usual end up having her way. I realised now that my irrational fear of her accusing shade was bound to be aggravated by any-thing accusing in the attitude of her maid. I also realised that Richards could not fail to be shocked to her very core if I dared to disregard her employer’s posthumous plans, for Richards would see this gesture of defiance as a callous act that mocked and questioned the validity of her whole life, which had been devoted to obeying the very letter of Great Granny Webster’s innumerable laws.


  There was a biting sea wind when I got out at the station in Brighton. Being extremely anxious not to go anywhere near Great Granny Webster’s villa, I took a taxi directly to the church in Hove. The graveyard was completely empty when I arrived, except for the lonely little one-eyed figure of Richards, who was standing praying by a large hole that had been dug in the frozen earth. When she saw me she stopped praying, and she came hobbling over and squeezed my hand.


  If the last fifteen years had aged Richards, it was not all that obvious. She had always looked so eerily ancient she now scarcely seemed more so. She had always been bent over with arthritis, and if she was even more humped and crooked it was hardly perceptible. The whiskers that sprouted from her chin looked much more snowy and brittle, but otherwise the only thing that seemed strange and new about her was her black funeral hat and costume, for I had never before seen her wearing anything but her Edwardian parlour-maid’s clothes. I noticed that the patch that covered her damaged eye matched the rest of her black outfit so exactly that she seemed to be wearing it like a subtle accessory to complete the perfection of her funereal attire.


  It startled me to see that Richards’s good eye was scarlet and watering. I wondered if she could possibly be crying because she regretted the death of Great Granny Webster. Surely she could only be weeping out of terror at her own shaky future. This death had to come like a lethal thunderbolt to a woman of Richards’s age. Wretched as her life must have been, slaving for over fifty years for that unbending and selfish old lady, at least she had once been sheltered by the roof of the dark Hove villa, whereas now this crippled woman in her nineties would have to start life anew.


  When I found Richards praying by that open grave, it is very possible that she was praying for herself, that she already had a premonition of her ex-employer’s will that was to be read a few weeks later, when she was to learn that Great Granny Webster had left every single penny of her enormous fortune to the Society for Euthanasia, so that when Richards had to start her life again, she would start it with nothing but the support of Great Granny Webster’s chair.


  “It was really good of you to come,” Richards said.


  “I’m very glad to be here,” I lied.


  “You always meant so much to her,” Richards murmured, and I wondered if she quite realised that she was lying too.


  Richards and I then ran out of conversation, and as there was nothing else to do we went back to the hole in the ground and waited there silently side by side. The churchyard was quite exceptionally depressing. Richards once again bent her head in prayer and I copied her awkwardly. All that I was still praying for was that I should be allowed to get through this chilling burial service, to get back on a train to London, without Richards begging me on behalf of the dead that I stay on in Hove to supervise the removal of all that ugly furniture.


  On our left a hideous barrack-like church loomed over its own churchyard with walls that were made of flint. All the gravestones around us were covered with ice. The special desolate silence of Great Granny Webster seemed to hang over the whole area. Everything in the graveyard was so grim and grey and forbidding that the whole place might have been purposely created in order to receive her. I felt that I was going to be frozen alive waiting there alone with Richards. Cruel blasts of sea air kept whistling in from the channel. One of these blasts lifted Richards’s black hat right off her head and whirled it across a great row of graves. I ran after it and got it back for her. She thanked me hysterically and I noticed that without her hat she was almost completely bald.


  As Richards and I once again took up our mournful and respectful positions beside the hole in the earth, I suddenly wished that Aunt Lavinia could be with me at this funeral. With her appreciative eye for the ludicrous she would have enjoyed its more macabre and comic aspects. But Aunt Lavinia had finally succeeded in killing herself six months before, dying in her Mayfair house from an overdose of vodka and sleeping pills. She had slipped out of life in much the same eel-like way that she had slipped out of her many marriages and romances. Although I knew that she had seen the whole thing as a charade that could entertain her for a while, but in the end lacked sufficient appeal to make her wish to participate indefinitely in its nonsensicalities, her death had still come as a jolting shock both to me and to her many friends. For, just as when she had cut her veins in her bath, she had let no one suspect that she felt in any way depressed.


  She had telephoned me on the morning of the day she died, to tell me that she had just bought a new pekinese puppy, who was so amazingly well-bred that he had only one tiny shrivelled ball. She sounded childishly proud and thrilled with her little dog. She begged me to lunch with her the following week, so that she could show him off to me. She was planning to call him Sleeve because she had heard that the ancient emperors of China saw the pekinese as an animal that brought good luck and therefore used to carry these little pug-nosed dogs around with them tucked inside the giant sleeves of their silken robes. “I may start to copy those wise old emperors, darling,” Aunt Lavinia said to me. “One can always do with a bit of luck up one’s sleeve ...”


  She was hoping to enter her new puppy in some important competition at Crufts. He had the right hair-feathers on his paws and that could earn him several points. With his perfect paws, his strikingly single, seed-like ball and his impressive pedigree, she was convinced he would win a prize. When she stopped chatting to me on the telephone, it didn’t for a moment occur to me that I would never talk to her again.


  That same evening, just a few hours before she died, she had gone to the opera with a group of friends and on to a supper party, where she gave the appearance of enjoying herself much more than anyone else who was present. If she was already harbouring a secret plan for her own destruction, this may well have given the occasion a special magic and poignancy for her. Aunt Lavinia always had a near-religious belief that it was wicked to inflict one’s personal despair on others. Any display of self-pity or self-dissatisfaction she saw as a social cruelty that was very nearly criminal. Having been plagued all her life by a terror of ennui and seeing human unhappiness as a condition so commonplace as to be boring, she stubbornly refused to burden other people with her own. If her friends became lachrymose or whining she disliked it. She chose to appear unfailingly gay and scatterbrained and easily diverted, out of human consideration and bravery. A very different character from Great Granny Webster, Aunt Lavinia in some ways had been just as stoical.


  Standing in the oppressive suburban graveyard of Hove and feeling a sudden sadness at the loss of his flighty and humorous sister, I missed my father. Missing him, I realised that for me he would always be lost in a much more serious and final way than Aunt Lavinia and Great Granny Webster could ever be. Like someone born before the invention of the camera, he had disappeared too early for my memory to have been able to form any device that could retain him as a distinct outline. Even missing him was futile, for it was like missing a foreign country which one had never visited and never would. No anecdotes or reminiscences from his contemporaries could ever give him a face. He would remain like a wobbly circle drawn by a child that says “Look at my man,” not having the skill to put in the eyes, the nose and the mouth.


  Waiting for Great Granny Webster’s burial I found it strange and distressing to realise that the old lady could never be lost for ever like my father. Whether I wished to keep her or not, she would always remain with me because I could remember her as a living concrete entity, whereas he was merely an absence, an abstraction without voice or flesh.


  I had met Great Granny Webster only a few years after my father’s death, but that small time-lag had been crucial. Her image would live on while his would vanish, because unlike him she had appeared with the beginning of my memory’s photography. Great Granny Webster would enter this hole in front of which Richards and I were embarrassedly praying, but she would never stay there. In my imagination she would have an after-life in which she existed for ever in her dark Hove drawing-room, living and breathing in her upright chair. My father could never have any such resurrection. He could never emerge from his jungle grave in Burma to live again and breathe.


  And thinking about those who were buried I thought about my grandmother Dunmartin, who was still living, just as lost as the dead, in the mental hospital where she had been placed long ago by her mother. I wondered whether Richards had informed her that Great Granny Webster had finally relinquished her tenacious life-grip, whether the unfortunate woman was in any state in which this fact could have either interest or meaning for her.


  I suddenly saw Great Granny Webster as awesome. She had outlived so many. She had managed to be both the start of a line and the end of a line. In my family she seemed to be Alpha and Omega.


  As Richards and I kept on waiting by the hole, it occurred to me that I didn’t know what we were waiting for.


  “What are the arrangements?” I whispered to Richards.


  “She ought to be appearing soon,” she said.


  And then I saw her coming. The way she was arriving was so completely correct that I could hardly believe it. I had expected her to come in a coffin on top of a hearse. But instead she was very slowly crunching up the gravel towards the church in a huge black Rolls-Royce, which was being driven at exactly the same dignified creep with which she had once liked to cruise along the sea-front of Hove.


  Inside the Rolls-Royce was an undertaker from the local crematorium. He made an impressive inky silhouette against the windows of the car as he sat on the seats at the back, holding Great Granny Webster in an urn on his knee.


  The undertaker took her inside the church, and after a few minutes she came out again and was carried across the graveyard by a clergyman.


  The clergyman was very bald, like Richards, and he had the sort of chubby child’s face that should have been pink. But the poor man was so cold, as he was wearing only his surplice and his stole, that his cheeks and all the skin of his hairless head had turned a bright violet blue. He held her urn high above his head and blessed it.


  Her urn looked very sedate and tall and upright and narrow. It held itself with exactly the same impeccable posture with which she had held herself in life. Everything about her burial was so correct at the beginning. Everything was so right, so very much what she would have wished.


  And then everything seemed to go wrong.


  All at once the clergyman started gabbling through the burial service. In all fairness, the man looked really deathly cold and the wind was lifting up his clerical skirts and swelling them round his ankles like sails. One could understand why he seemed to be trying to get the service over as soon as possible so that he could get back inside his church.


  “Earth to earth. Dust to dust ...” He held the urn like someone who was pouring a gallon of petrol out of a can and Great Granny Webster started gushing out into the hole in the grass.


  “Earth to earth. Dust to dust ...” But as she came streaming out of the urn she didn’t look at all like dust. That was the thing that was so very shocking. I kept expecting her ashes to be a greyish brown, but instead they were dazzlingly white. There was something profoundly unsuitable and disturbing about their brilliant whiteness. There was an incongruity in the way this extreme whiteness made her appear gay and bright and festive, the very opposite of anything she had ever liked in life. In no way did it seem at all correct, that Great Granny Webster should look frivolously snowy and sweet, almost exactly like castor sugar that was being poured into a bowl as an ingredient for a wedding cake. There was something very jarring and ironic in the fact that this woman who had always insisted on eating only saccharine for reasons of economy should be making her last earthly appearance in the guise of first-grade expensive sugar.


  And then there seemed to be much too much of Great Granny Webster to be emptied into the ground. There was something almost obscene in the sheer quantities in which she was emerging. I had expected that the clergyman would just take one handful of her ashes and throw them into the grave as a symbol. But instead he kept impatiently tipping the urn and his frozen face looked exasperated at the way that her white powdery substance would not stop flowing out.


  “I’m very glad that she can’t see any of this,” I found myself thinking. Surely she would have been horrified by the recklessness by which her remains gave the impression of being airily squandered. She, who had always liked to hoard and count and ration, could surely only be appalled by the lavish and devil-may-care generosity with which she was now being poured into the earth as if the contents of her urn could never come to an end.


  I glanced sideways at Richards, guessing that she too must be feeling that there was something shockingly unsuitable in the ruthless way that death had taken from her old employer everything that was sombre and careful.


  At the very moment I looked at her, a particularly fierce blast of wind from the sea came hurtling through the graveyard. It caught the jet of ashes which were still gushing out of the urn. It lifted up the remains and sent them dancing around in the air.


  I looked down at my black funeral clothes and I saw with a feeling of chill and terror that they were coated with white flecks as if I had just been in a snow storm. I found the sight of them utterly sickening, but I made no attempt to brush them off in case Richards might see me doing it and take it as a sign of disrespect.


  I glanced once again at my great-grandmother’s aged maid, for I was still curious as to her reaction to the ceremony. I saw that her eye which was free from the black patch was squeezed tightly shut. I was never to know whether Richards was deliberately trying to blot out the horrifying sight of the sugary and wind-blown incorrectness with which Great Granny Webster was now dancing drunkenly over the earth, or whether she was only flinching because by a final misfortune some last feathery fleck of the woman for whom she had worked so hard and so long had got lodged in her one good eye.
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